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ABSTRACT 
 
Master’s education is the largest segment of graduate education in the United States yet 
there is a paucity of research about how master’s students experience their programs. Empirical 
research on student engagement - defined as the time and effort students devote to activities that 
are linked to educational outcomes and what institutions do to promote student participation in 
these activities – is discussed in the literature as a mostly undergraduate phenomenon (Kuh, 
2001; 2003; Kuh et al., 2007a). This quantitative study extended engagement research to 
master’s students using an instrument called the Master’s Survey of Student Engagement 
(MSSE), which was adapted from the Law School Survey of Student Engagement.  
The MSSE was administered to 1,539 students enrolled in a master’s program in arts and 
sciences, business, or education at a mid-sized research University in the Northeast. An 
exploratory factor analysis was conducted to examine the internal structure of the MSSE. 
Following the factor analysis, five multiple regression analyses were conducted; each multiple 
regression analysis examined the relationship between a particular engagement dimension (as the 
dependent variable) and the student characteristics of academic discipline, gender, age, 
enrollment status, children status, marital status, and international status (as the independent 
variables). While the findings suggest at least five dimensions of engagement for master’s 
students, three of these dimensions are more strongly associated with student characteristics, 
including academic discipline. The findings also showed that master’s students in business and 
education are more likely to experience a supportive campus environment than are students in 
 arts and sciences. The findings also suggested that arts and sciences students have a more 
rigorous intellectual experience and engage more with faculty than do students in education or 
business. 
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Chapter One: Overview of the Study 
Introduction 
Individuals who earn a master’s degree participate more in civic activities, have better 
educated children, provide leadership in non-profit sectors of our economy, and report that their 
overall health and well-being is better than individuals who do not have at least a master’s degree 
(Council of Graduate Schools, 2009a). Master’s education is the largest segment of graduate 
education in the United States yet little is known in terms of the master’s student experience: 
how they engage with the university, the predominant issues they face, and what organizational 
structures support them while at the university. Empirical research on student engagement - 
defined as the time and effort students devote to activities that are linked to educational 
outcomes and what institutions do to promote student participation in these activities - is 
discussed in the literature as a primarily undergraduate phenomenon (Kuh, 2001; 2003; Kuh et 
al., 2007a). Administrators working with undergraduate students have increasingly focused on 
the concept of student engagement as it relates to students’ persistence, learning, and overall 
campus experience. Evidence shows that the more students are engaged in educationally 
effective practices the more likely they are to learn (Kuh, 2001; 2003; 2009a; Wolf-Wendel, 
Ward, & Kinzie, 2009). This study extended engagement research to master’s students and 
gathered evidence to inform practices that help students engage with each other, faculty, and 
their academic discipline.  
Master’s education is part of the overall field of graduate education, which also 
encompasses the doctoral degree, the professional degree, and special certification programs. 
The master’s degree is an educational degree requiring one or two years of full-time academic 
study beyond a bachelor’s degree (Rapp & Golde, 2008; United States Bureau of Labor, 2010). 
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Master’s programs in American higher education today may incorporate aspects of both the 
baccalaureate degree and doctoral degree, including coursework, an experiential or research 
component, or a final thesis or capstone project. Within the realm of higher education, the term 
graduate student is properly used as a general term encompassing master’s students, professional 
students, doctoral students, and students in certification programs.   
Statement of the Problem 
There is a dearth of research about how master’s students experience their programs. This 
stands in sharp contrast to professional standards that call for a full assessment of the student 
experience in graduate programs to ensure that institutions are meeting their stated goals (CAS, 
2009). If we juxtapose these two realities - a lack of research to help practitioners improve 
programs and the expectation that institutions examine the student experience - a clear need 
emerges for a study of engagement among master’s students. What research has been done 
relating to master’s students is mostly anchored in the perspectives of faculty and administrators, 
not the master’s students themselves (Conrad, Duren & Haworth, 1998). Further, institutions 
have done a good job of gauging student satisfaction, but satisfaction is insufficient for assessing 
whether programs are meeting their stated goals because it does not inform how students learn 
(Bresciani, 2010; Reeves & Pedulla, 2011). Also, institutions need to know what parts of the 
educational process either contribute to or inhibit student learning and development. Without 
research to show how master’s students engage with the institution, faculty and administrators 
are left to use their tacit knowledge of what their students need to develop programs and 
services.  
Within the last decade more institutions have generalized services traditionally utilized 
by undergraduate students to the graduate student population (Brandes, 2006; Golde & Dore, 
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2001; Lovitts, 2001). However, it is invalid to make the assumption that a program or service 
that shows evidence of enhancing undergraduate student learning will also enhance graduate 
student learning because these are vastly different populations. Instead, institutions could first 
establish empirically what activities relate to student learning then make informed decisions 
about what to offer to improve student learning (Banta, 2002). This is important because policy 
makers and accreditation bodies are increasingly imposing quality assurance mandates on 
institutions of higher education, asking institutions to demonstrate that they add value to the 
quality of the students’ educational experiences (Krause, 2005).  
Data from a 2010 project by the Council of Graduate Schools (CGS) show that master’s 
program enrollment continues to rise (Bell, 2011).  One explanation for this enrollment increase 
is the growth of professional science master’s programs (PSM) that combine science studies and 
practical training. PSM programs grew by nearly 15% between 2010 and 2011(Allum & Bell, 
2011). In this same study first-time enrollment among international students grew by 57.6% 
between 2010 and 2011.  
Master’s degrees awarded increased slightly, 2.9% between 2008-09 and 2009-10. For 
those students enrolling for the first time in graduate school, 84.5% enrolled in a master’s 
program. Overall enrollment trends through 2010 indicate that graduate and professional 
education in the United States grew considerably in the last two decades, from about two million 
students in fall 1995 to more than 2.6 million students in fall 2007 (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 
2009). This long-term growth in graduate education further highlights the need to better 
understand the master’s student experience. What problems, if any, are students and institutions 
currently facing?   
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Attempts to collect and report institutionally useful data on master’s students have been 
difficult due to a number of factors, including a large proportion of part-time master’s students, 
vast differences in programs of study, and wide variations in students’ individual characteristics 
(Council of Graduate Schools, 2005). A 2010 Council on Graduate Schools report on the future 
of graduate education stated that more attention must be paid to the needs and issues of master’s 
degree programs and the master’s student experience (Wendler et al., 2010). Progress is being 
made in gathering data about master’s education as evidenced by the Allum and Bell (2011) and 
Bell (2011) studies that track enrollment trends and overall demographics of master’s students by 
degree type. Still, these studies do not investigate the master’s student experience and therefore 
do not provide faculty or administrators with data that could help better understand and improve 
the student’s experience once they have arrived on campus. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to investigate engagement among master’s students and the 
extent to which master’s students are engaged in educationally effective practices thought to 
promote student learning. For this study, learning is defined as a “comprehensive, holistic, 
transformative activity that integrates academic learning and student development, processes that 
have often been considered separate, and even independent of each other” (Keeling, p.4, 2004). 
Student engagement represents the time and effort students devote to activities that are 
empirically linked to desired higher education outcomes and what institutions do to promote 
student participation in these activities (Kuh, 2009). 
The study used an adapted version of a national student engagement instrument, the Law 
School Survey of Student Engagement (LSSSE), to measure engagement in master’s students. 
Co-sponsored by the Association of American Law Schools and the Carnegie Foundation for the 
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Advancement of Teaching, the LSSSE provides data to law schools to help them understand how 
well their practices contribute to student learning and benchmark their performance with national 
data (LSSSE, 2011). The LSSSE is an adaptation of the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE), a widely used instrument that is intended to measure undergraduate student 
engagement. The NSSE attempts to measure five dimensions or benchmarks of engagement. 
In this study, the adapted instrument is referred to as the Masters Survey of Student 
Engagement (MSSE) instrument. The MSSE adapted the LSSSE questions for a master’s student 
context. Since the NSSE, LSSSE and MSSE are nearly identical, the study utilized the five 
NSSE engagement benchmarks as a framework for the MSSE’s content. These benchmark 
dimensions are: (a) Level of Academic Challenge (LAC), (b) Active and Collaborative Learning 
(ACL), (c) Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI), (d) Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE), and 
(e) Supportive Campus Environment (SCE).  
This study first investigated if the internal structure of the MSSE fit the five NSSE 
benchmarks of student engagement. The study then explored if there were significant differences 
in the engagement levels of master’s students enrolled in three broad disciplines: arts and 
sciences, education, and business. The relationship between student engagement levels and the 
personal and academic characteristics of master’s students was also explored. The engagement 
patterns for master’s students in three popular disciplinary fields – education, business, and arts 
and sciences – were examined. These three fields were selected because a 2010 Council of 
Graduate Schools study of the number of master’s degrees awarded determined that education 
(26.5%), business (24.4%), and arts and sciences (12.9%) had the highest percentage of master’s 
degree recipients (Bell, 2011). For the purposes of this study, arts and sciences included arts, 
humanities, and social and behavioral sciences.  
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Engagement and involvement theories are grounded in research on full-time 
undergraduate students, and a central element of these theories is the concept of time-on-task, or 
how much time is exerted by undergraduate students in activities related to their learning. It 
stands to reason that many of the characteristics that compete for master’s students’ time and 
energy such as enrollment status, age, and household status will also relate to engagement levels. 
Another comparison in this study, between part-time students and full-time students, is 
especially important given its potential impact on program and service development. These two 
populations often have drastically different needs; data on the engagement patterns of full-time 
and part-time students will help inform practitioners as they seek ways to meet these needs. Astin 
(1984) posits that part-time undergraduate students “presumably manifest less involvement 
simply because they are part-time students” (p. 524).   
International students are another sub-population that was of interest in this study. The 
field of business, in particular, features a high percentage of international students, and exploring 
how international student engagement patterns differ from those of domestic students may help 
target support to these students. This study also explored if engagement patterns for academic 
disciplines varies by gender. Nationally, the enrollment of men and women in master’s programs 
is nearly equal, but this is due to the high percentage of women enrolled in education programs 
and other programs such as nursing (Council for Graduate Schools, 2009b). Do males and 
females in the same discipline engage differently from one another? 
As the demographic profile in chapter two will show, there is a wide age range of 
master’s students. Understanding how and to what extent age corresponds with engagement 
levels will help target services to meet student needs more effectively. Married or partnered 
students in particular might have pressures outside of their academic work that prevent them 
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from engaging as fully as students who are single in tasks that require significant time outside of 
class. Likewise, master’s students who have children might put more energy into their work as a 
parent than their academic work. 
Another critical finding from research on first year and senior year undergraduate 
students using the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is that engagement in 
educationally purposeful activities has a positive relationship to grade point average (NSSE, 
2012). This study explored if this relationship held true for master’s students as well. 
Research Questions 
The two primary research questions in this study were:  
1. What is the internal structure of the MSSE instrument as it relates to the five NSSE 
benchmarks of student engagement, and how do its scores relate to relevant educational 
outcomes?  
2. How are the five dimensions of engagement related to the characteristics of academic 
discipline, enrollment status, gender, age, marital status, international student status, and 
children status? 
Chapter three will discuss a number of secondary questions. 
Conceptual Framework 
This study was anchored in the literature on college student engagement, with particular 
emphasis on Alexander Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement, Vincent Tinto’s (1975, 
1993, 1998) theory on the effects of social and academic integration on student departure, and 
Ernest Pascarella’s (1985) and later Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini’s (2005) general causal 
model for assessing the effects of the environment on student learning. These three theories are 
explored more in depth in chapter two. In a study of student engagement in master’s students it is 
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also important to draw on research from the literature on adult student learning theory, 
particularly given that engagement research focuses almost exclusively on undergraduate 
students. 
Student Engagement and Student Involvement  
Student engagement has been explored extensively in the literature with the definition 
developing over time through the efforts of a number of key theorists and educational 
researchers. Kuh (2003) states: 
The engagement principle is deceptively simple, even self-evident: the more students 
study a subject, the more they learn about it. Likewise, the more students practice and get 
feedback on their writing, analyzing, or problem solving, the more adept they become (p. 
25). 
The broad concept of student engagement represents the time and effort students devote 
to educationally purposeful activities that are empirically linked to desired educational outcomes 
(Kuh, 2001; 2003; 2009a). Evidence shows that various positive outcomes are associated with 
higher levels of engagement at the postsecondary level (Astin, 1993b; Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005; Tinto, 1987). Student engagement is theorized to include the interaction between students 
and their learning environment, where students are responsible for their own level of 
involvement and institutions are responsible for promoting an environment that encourages 
student involvement (Chalmers, 2007). Chickering and Gamson (1987) proposed a set of 
engagement indicators, which include student-faculty contact, cooperation among students, 
active learning, prompt feedback, time on task, high expectations, and respect for diverse ways 
of learning. Certainly undergraduate engagement research can help frame a study of engagement 
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in master’s students. Below is a brief description of three theories that have provided a 
foundation for the concept of student engagement. 
Alexander W. Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement. Astin’s (1977) theory of 
student involvement is seminal in the concept of student engagement. The premise of Astin’s 
(1977; 1993) theory of student involvement is that the more time and energy invested by students 
in the educational experience, the more likely it is that learning will occur. His input-
environment-output (I-E-O) model considers the characteristics of a matriculating postsecondary 
student (inputs), the various programs, policies, faculty and peer interactions, and other 
educational experiences to which the student is exposed (environment), and the characteristics of 
the student after completion (outputs) (Astin, 1993). The primary focus of the I-E-O model is on 
the relationship between environmental characteristics and the outputs of the system, and its 
purpose is to determine whether students learn more or less effectively under different 
environmental conditions (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). The key factors in a student’s 
environment include institutional characteristics, peer group involvement, faculty involvement, 
academic involvement, employment, and campus activities (Astin, 1993). Instruments that are 
intended to measure engagement collect data on these key areas of engagement. 
Ernest T. Pascarella’s General Causal Model of Student Learning. Pascarella (1985) 
offers a broader view of student engagement in his General Causal Model for Assessing the 
Effects of Differential Environments on Student Learning and Cognitive Development. The 
model posits that academic growth is a function of the direct and indirect effects of five main 
sets of variables including: (a) student background characteristics; (b) organizational 
characteristics; (c) institutional environment; (d) interactions with faculty and peers; and (e) the 
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quality of effort exerted by the student (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; 2005). The relationship 
between these variables will be explored further in the review of literature. 
Tinto’s Theory of Student Persistence. Persistence refers to a student’s ability to 
matriculate to an academic program, stay enrolled in the institution, and graduate from the 
institution with a degree (Berger & Milem, 2000; Titus, 2004). One of the most influential 
theories of student persistence comes from Tinto (1975; 1982; 1993; Pascarella, Duby, & 
Iverson, 1983). The central premise of Tinto’s theory of persistence is the concept of integration. 
Tinto (1975) asserted that students’ decisions to leave an institution are due to the relationship 
between their intentions and their interactions with others.  Intention represents a determination 
to act in a certain way in the future (Okun, Benin & Brandt-Williams, 1996). Interaction 
represents both social integration and academic integration. Social integration is the amount of 
interaction a student has with his or her peers and academic integration is the amount of 
interaction a student has with other students or faculty in their academic program. Students who 
are engaged in both of these realms are more likely to persist. Those who experience low 
integration, be it social or academic, are less likely to persist. While Tinto’s theory can be 
applied to both graduate and undergraduate student experiences, academic integration may be 
more important than social integration for graduate students, because there is a heavier focus on 
academics in graduate education (Pascarella & Terrenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993). As Tinto (1998) 
stated:   
One thing we know about persistence is that involvement matters. The more 
academically and socially involved individuals are - that is, the more they interact with 
other students and faculty - the more likely they are to persist (p. 167).   
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Adult Learning Theory 
 
Some literature supports the idea that adult students learn differently than traditional age 
undergraduate students (Kasworn, 2003; Zemke, 2002). However, while the demographic data 
presented later in chapter two provides evidence that master’s students are commonly adult 
students, the author’s investigation of the adult learning literature suggests that graduate students 
are infrequently the focus of research on adult learning. Knowles (1990) offers a four part 
definition of the adult student. The first part concerns biological and physical attributes, the 
second legal age, the third societal acknowledgments such as full-time employment or 
childbearing, and the fourth self-directedness. Given what we know about adult learning and the 
demographics of master’s students, research on adult learning can be helpful in framing issues of 
engagement within master’s education. Of particular importance to this study is the concept of 
andragogy, which is the art and science of teaching and promoting learning in adults (Knowles, 
1980; Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005). The basic tenets of andragogy include the 
importance of a cooperative learning climate, a proper diagnosis of the needs and interests of the 
student, a clear set of learning objectives, and the provision of knowledge that can be applied 
immediately (Knowles, 1970; Reeves & Pedulla, 2012). 
Overview of Research Design 
This quantitative study sought to understand the generalizability of theories of student 
engagement to a less well-understood segment of higher education and utilized an adapted 
national survey to understand engagement in master’s students. The survey instrument used in 
this study is referred to as the Master’s Survey of Student Engagement (MSSE). Information on 
the construction and psychometric properties of the National Survey of Student Engagement 
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(NSSE) and the Law School Survey of Student Engagement (LSSSE), from which the MSSE 
was adapted, are provided in more detail in chapter three. 
Descriptive statistics were first calculated for all variables, including all individual MSSE 
items. An exploratory factor analysis was conducted to examine the internal structure of the 
MSSE (research questions number 1) as well as the nature of engagement in a master’s student 
context. The scores from the MSSE were also correlated with external variables to test 
convergent construct validity. 
Five multiple regression analyses were conducted for research question 2; each multiple 
regression analysis examined the relationship between a particular engagement dimension 
(dependent variable) and six individual characteristics (independent variables): Academic 
discipline, gender, enrollment status, international status, marital status, and children status. Each 
multiple regression analysis also included an interaction between gender and academic 
discipline. Correlation analysis was also used to examine the relationship between each of the 
MSSE engagement dimensions and grade point average.  
The target population for this study was master’s students, but the accessible population 
was limited to the institution from which the sample was drawn. This accessible population 
comprised 1,539 master’s students enrolled in a master’s program in business, education, or arts 
and sciences at a mid-sized research University in the Northeast.  
Significance of the Study 
This study contributes to the literature on student engagement with master’s students, a 
population that is under-represented in the engagement research. Studying the engagement 
patterns of enrolled master’s students informs how graduate faculty and administrators approach 
their work with this population.   
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Why would a dean or a master’s program director care about master’s student 
engagement? Long-term enrollment trends may suggest that they need not be concerned with the 
status of master’s education. For example, enrollment in master’s programs continues to grow 
(Bell, 2011). Also, master’s students are predominately self-funded, so their financial strain on 
institutions is minimal. The combination of these two factors might lead a decision maker to be 
satisfied with the status quo. But research also indicates that engagement is linked to 
achievement, and achievement is linked to retention - an outcome of genuine concern to 
administrators given statistics on degree completion (Kuh, 2007; NCES, 2012). Further, a dean 
or program director is responsible for how and where resources are to be allocated. Making 
decisions about where to allocate or not allocate resources based on engagement data collected 
from students is a more defensible approach than making decisions based on experience or 
anecdotal evidence alone.  
As it stands, there is currently little research on master’s student engagement, which 
leaves practitioners either to apply the engagement research on undergraduate students to 
master’s students or to use their tacit knowledge about master’s students to inform their 
programs and policies. The intent of this study was to shed more light on educationally effective 
practices so that practitioners who work with master’s students can be more effective and 
efficient in delivering an educational experience that best promotes student learning. The field of 
graduate student services could also benefit from the development of a national survey that could 
be used across institutions to benchmark best practices. The National Association of Student 
Personnel Administrators (NASPA) Knowledge Community for the Administrators in Graduate 
and Professional Student Services has been eager for engagement data and is seeking an 
instrument to support its measurement. The results could also begin an evidence-based 
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discussion about how educational administrators differentiate the needs of different types of 
students (e.g., part-time versus full-time) is an ongoing topic of discussion and debate amongst 
some graduate administrators and faculty.  
Limitations of the Study 
This exploratory study had a number of limitations. First, the sheer breadth and diversity 
of disciplinary fields in master’s education made it difficult to include all disciplines for this 
study. Second, the generalizability of this study was limited to traditional master’s programs and 
did not include online programs or executive-style education programs. Third, this study was 
conducted at only one institution, so generalizations to other institutions or institutional 
comparisons could not be made. Fourth, this was a correlational study, which makes causal 
conclusions impossible. Finally, I interpret this study’s findings with twelve years of experience 
working with master’s students at two major research institutions. These limitations, and their 
potential effects on the study, will be addressed further in the last chapter. 
Definition of Terms 
For the purposes of consistency and clarity, the following key terms are defined: 
Student engagement represents the time and effort students devote to activities that are 
empirically linked to desired higher education outcomes and what institutions do to promote 
student participation in these activities (Kuh, 2001; 2003). 
The Law School Survey of Student Engagement (LSSSE) is a survey instrument that 
provides information about the quality of the law student experience and provides data that can 
help institutions improve the learning experience for students. 
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is a survey instrument used to gauge 
the level of student engagement at institutions of higher education. NSSE annually collects 
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information about student participation in the programs and activities that institutions provide for 
students’ learning and personal development.  
Graduate education is a general term that encompasses post-baccalaureate education and 
includes doctoral programs, master’s programs, professional degree programs, and special 
certification programs. 
A master’s student is defined as a student enrolled in a program specifically leading to a 
master’s degree (e.g. Master of Arts, Master of Science, Master of Business Administration, and 
Master of Education) (Bell, 2011). For the purposes of this study, this definition does not include 
students in graduate certificate programs, online programs, executive education-style programs, 
or undergraduate students in 5th-year programs. 
A full-time student is one who is enrolled for credit in a master’s degree program who is 
engaged full time in activities in their field as defined by the institution’s own policy. For the 
purposes of this study, a full-time student is one who is enrolled in 7 or more credit hours per 
semester. 
A part-time student is one who is enrolled for credit in a master’s degree program who is 
not pursuing graduate work full time as defined above. For the purposes of this study a part-time 
student is one who is enrolled in 6 or fewer credit hours per semester. 
Summary 
The number of students enrolling in master’s programs is increasing. At the same time, 
there is limited research about how master’s students engage with faculty and peers or participate 
in activities that are empirically linked to positive learning outcomes in undergraduates. This 
study used an adapted version of a national instrument to better understand at one institution the 
educationally effective practices of master’s students within five dimensions of engagement and 
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how they related to personal and academic characteristics. This study also explored the 
engagement patterns of master’s students within the three broad disciplines of education, 
business, and arts and sciences, and how engagement related to one academic outcome, grade 
point average. 
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Chapter Two 
Review of the Literature 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the dimensions of engagement for master’s 
students and the extent to which master’s students are engaged in educationally effective 
practices that encourage student learning. This study was grounded in the literature on college 
student engagement and adult learning and was also informed by the literature on graduate 
education and the graduate student experience. This chapter is organized into four sections. The 
first section provides an overview of the master’s degree, describing its early roots and the 
current demographics of and trends in master’s student enrollment. The second section addresses 
the graduate student experience, highlighting the available research on both the doctoral and 
master’s student experiences. The third section examines theories of student involvement, 
student engagement, and adult learning theory. The fourth and final section reviews the 
instruments that currently exist to measure engagement.  
The Landscape of Graduate Education  
Graduate education is the pinnacle of the American higher education system, the most 
prominent and widely respected system of higher education worldwide (Brubacher & Rudy, 
1997). Among the positive aspects of the system are vibrant and competitive graduate and 
professional schools, a diversity of disciplines and degrees, and rigorous academic departments, 
all of which make the American system the envy of other systems worldwide. In order to provide 
context for engagement within master’s education, it is necessary to examine the history and 
evolution of the master’s degree and the demographic enrollment trends within graduate 
education. 
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The Evolution of the Master’s Degree  
The master’s degree is defined as an educational degree that requires one or two years of 
full-time academic study beyond a bachelor’s degree (Rapp & Golde, 2008; United States 
Bureau of Labor, 2010). Students may choose part-time study that extends this to multiple years 
of study. The master’s degree “occupies a critical juncture in the degree hierarchy at the 
intersection of undergraduate and graduate education, professional and academic fields, and 
knowledge production and applications” (Ward, 2005, p. ix). Yet when American colleges and 
universities were created, graduate education was not a core part of the overall mission.  
Historically, American institutions used a classical curriculum that focused on teaching, 
and colleges focused on the spread of existing knowledge, not the creation of new knowledge 
(Shils, 1997). In the 18th Century, American higher education followed the British model of 
education, conferring only baccalaureate degrees for students completing a course of study in the 
classics (Storr, 1953).  The first master’s degree was granted as an honorary degree to Benjamin 
Franklin in 1783 by Harvard University; this practice of granting honorary degrees became 
common among elite institutions at the time. A new model for graduate education emerged at the 
University of Michigan that combined the British baccalaureate model with the newly arrived 
German research model, resulting in the Master of Arts and Master of Science degrees, the first 
of which was conferred in 1859 (Glazer-Raymo, 2005). The master's degree was generally 
awarded to students who were willing to pay fees for courses beyond the baccalaureate (Glazer-
Raymo, 2005). In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, awarded master’s degrees grew in 
number as a need emerged for more advanced subjects that went beyond the baccalaureate 
curriculum. In academia at the time, the master’s degree was recognized as the primary 
credential for teaching. 
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The emergence of the American research university and the expansion of doctoral 
education had a major impact on the status of the master’s degree. The founding in 1876 of Johns 
Hopkins University, a private research university in Baltimore, MD, “was perhaps the most 
decisive single event in the history of learning in the Western Hemisphere” (Shils, 1997, p.14). 
Johns Hopkins University was the first American university to confer doctoral research degrees, 
joined quickly thereafter by Clark University and the University of Chicago (Brubacher & Rudy, 
2007). With the founding of the Association of American Universities (AAU) in 1900, the 
“Ph.D. rather than the M.A. became the gold standard in the graduate degree hierarchy, growing 
in status and prestige and eclipsing the freestanding master’s degree” (Glazer-Raymo, 2005, p.7). 
Brubacher and Rudy (2007) assert that at the time the doctoral degree did not supplant the 
master’s degree, but was “merely superimposed on it” (p.195). The growth of basic research and 
doctoral education helped the master’s degree flourish in the late nineteenth century, but in the 
early twentieth century concerns emerged about its purpose and value. Glazer (1986) contends 
that a major issue was a lack of standardization in the requirements for the master’s degree, both 
in terms of admissions and courses of study. In 1935 the AAU issued a report by the Committee 
on Problems Relating to the Master’s Degree that recommended standards in master’s education, 
including a one-year time-to-degree completion, a unified program of courses, and an 
examination or thesis prior to completion (AAU, 1935). By the mid-twentieth century, the 
master’s degree suffered from a lack of prestige relative to a doctoral degree, and traditional 
liberal arts master’s degrees were being phased out as enrollments in the professional master’s 
degree programs grew. Examples of these professional master’s degrees include the Master of 
Social Work degree, Master of Fine Arts, and Master of Engineering. 
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Current Status of the Master’s Degree 
In the literature prior to the late 20th century, the master’s degree was generally 
characterized as serving one of three objectives: first, as a pathway to a doctorate; second, as a 
default for students who are unable or unwilling to complete a doctorate; or third, as a terminal 
degree for many professions (Rapp & Golde, 2008). A more expansive view of the master’s 
degree has emerged in the literature within the last two decades, seen particularly with the 
growth of professional master’s degree programs. Also contributing to the redefinition of the 
purpose and value of the master’s degree are a changing economic landscape and demands for a 
more highly skilled workforce (Conrad, Haworth, & Millar, 1993; Council of Graduate Schools, 
2009a; Glazer-Raymo, 2005). Glazer (1986) describes a paradigm shift in master’s education, 
moving from the traditional arts and sciences model to one that is “overwhelmingly 
professional…, largely terminal, and …practice oriented” (p. 84). Conrad et al. (1993) posit that 
the master's degree is now commonly accepted as a significant and often terminal credential 
indicating advanced preparation and training in a specialized area of study, most often for the 
purposes of entry into or advancement within a professional field. Glazer-Raymo (2005) asserts 
that the master’s degree has evolved into an entrepreneurial credential that gives students more 
diverse and marketable choices in the workplace and brings the university much closer to the 
corporate world.  
By 2018 it is expected that 2.5 million professional jobs will require graduate degrees, 
with the largest percentage of growth for master’s degree holders in healthcare and education 
(Wendler, Bridgeman, Cline, Millett, Bell, & McAllister, 2010). Much of the growth in the 
number of master’s programs is due to the emergence of professional master’s programs that 
combine discipline-specific coursework with practical workplace skills (CGS, 2006). 
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Professional Science Master’s (PSM) programs provide an alternative to a Ph.D. for students 
who want to pursue careers in mathematics and science without the commitment required for a 
doctorate (CGS, 2006; Wendler, et al., 2010). The curriculum for PSM programs focuses on 
workplace needs, augmenting master’s-level coursework with business fundamentals and an 
emphasis on team building. Because master’s programs are attuned to the growing needs of the 
workforce, they can more easily adapt to changing practices than might doctoral programs (CGS, 
2006). 
Today, master’s education is the largest segment of graduate education in the United 
States. Overall trends and demographics also support the idea that the master’s degree and 
master’s education in the U.S. are in a period of resurgence and change. 
Demographics  
Within the last decade, the overall composition of graduate enrollment has changed, with 
enrollment in doctoral programs leveling off and enrollment in master’s programs increasing 
(Tokuno, 2008). Attempts to collect and report accurate national data on master’s student 
demographics have been difficult due to a number of factors, including a large proportion of 
part-time master’s students, vast differences in programs of study, and wide variations in 
students’ degree objectives (CGS, 2005).   
As mentioned previously, enrollment trends indicate that graduate and professional 
education continues to grow (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009). A National Center for 
Education Statistics report showed that of all students enrolled in graduate education in 2009, 
65.3% of students were enrolled at the master’s level, 15.1% at the doctoral level, and 8.7% at 
the first-professional degree level such as law, nursing, or dentistry among others (Knapp, Kelly-
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Reid, & Ginder, 2011). The fields with the highest number of master’s degree recipients are 
education (26.5%), business (24.4%), and arts and sciences (12.9%) (Bell, 2011). 
In a 2010 Council of Graduate Schools study, women comprised the largest shares of 
enrollees in health sciences (79.8%), public administration and services (75.3%), and education 
(74.8%). Half (49.4%) of all female enrollees in fall 2010 were in one of these three broad fields. 
Men comprised the majority of graduate students in four broad fields in fall 2010—engineering 
(77.7%), mathematics and computer sciences (70.8%), physical and earth sciences (62.5%), and 
business (54.1%) and these four broad fields accounted for more than half (51.1%) of all male 
enrollees (Bell, 2011).  
Age demographics for graduate students are collected every four years by the National 
Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) (Council of Graduate Schools, 2009b). The NPSAS 
study showed that the average age for graduate students has not changed, holding steady at 32 
years across all degrees and disciplines. Data from the Chronicle of Higher Education Almanac 
support this, with the largest percentage of full-time master’s students (45%) ranging in age from 
25-34 years. Part-time master’s students are significantly older, with 49.7% aged 35 years or 
older. Trends indicate that the number of graduate students over the age of 35 will continue to 
rise. Between 1987 and 2007, there was an 87% increase in graduate students over 40 years of 
age, from 267,000 to 500,000 students. These reports do not disaggregate for full-time versus 
part-time students.  
With regard to the race and ethnicity of master’s students, a National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) survey found that White students comprise the largest percentage of 
enrolled students at 66.1% while Black students represent 12.9%, Asian-Americans 10.3%, and 
Hispanics 8.5% (NCES, 2010b). In the past ten years, there has been a 5% increase in Black 
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student enrollment, a 4% increase in Hispanic student enrollment, and a 0.7% increase in Asian-
American student enrollment in master’s program. In a U.S. Census Bureau survey of 
educational attainment, 13.7% of Asian Americans reported attaining a master’s degree, while 
8.6% of Whites, 5.3% of Blacks, and 2.5% of Hispanics reported the master’s as the highest 
degree attained. This number increases if an assumption is made that most doctoral degree 
recipients also have a master’s degree, but the relative percentages for attainment across racial 
groups are consistent (Chronicle Almanac, 2010).  
There is also diversity in family structure (e.g. marital status and number of dependents) 
of master’s students. In the same NCES study above, 48% of enrolled students reported their 
status as unmarried with no dependents and 10% were unmarried with dependents. Twenty-five 
percent of students reported being married without dependents and 16.4% reported being married 
with dependents.  
In 2004, the Council of Graduate Schools (CGS) launched a multi-year study of 
international graduate application, admission, and enrollment trends (CGS, 2010b). While first 
time international student enrollment remained steady and then increased slightly from 2009 to 
2010, overall international student enrollment declined slightly over the same period (CGS, 
2010b). The fields of business, engineering, and biological sciences have the highest percentage 
of international students enrolled. 
Degree completion data for master’s students are sparse. Much of the attention on the 
problem of graduate student attrition has focused on doctoral programs, but there is a growing 
need to gather data on master’s students (Wendler et al., 2010). In February 2011 the Council on 
Graduate Schools launched a study on master’s degree completion in the science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics fields (Council of Graduate Schools, 2010). This study 
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administered surveys to current master’s students, degree completers, and those who have not 
completed their degree. When finalized, the study will provide completion and attrition data by 
program and student demographic characteristics.   
It is important to examine the literature on the graduate student experience, including 
organizational support structures, standards which guide services, and research on how students 
experience their graduate program.  
The Graduate Student Experience 
Organizational Support Structures 
In American higher education there rarely is a single, organizationally identifiable 
structure for supporting graduate students. Universities have traditionally relied on the academic 
departments rather than traditional student affairs departments to support graduate students in all 
aspects of their campus experience (Guentzel & Nesheim, 2006). As Pontius and Harper (2006) 
outline, there are four factors that contribute to this practice: (a) at most universities, 
undergraduate enrollment is larger than graduate enrollment so campus resources are directed to 
the undergraduates; (b) developmentally, the undergraduate student population requires more 
attention; (c) there is a sense that the academic department already meets the needs of graduate 
students; and (d) graduate students do not need help navigating the institution as they previously 
learned these skills as an undergraduate. Graduate students “generally operate in an environment 
with less guidance requiring significant self-motivation in structuring progress through graduate 
programs” (Peters, 1997, p.73). Yet there has been a call by some practitioners to extend services 
traditionally utilized by undergraduate students to the graduate student population (Brandes, 
2006; Golde & Dore, 2001; Lovitts, 2001). These services include counseling, career 
development, social opportunities, community space, and residential living opportunities. Many 
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of these services fall under the realm of student affairs on most campuses, however academic 
departments are fulfilling many of these roles for graduate students (Brandes, 2006).   
The belief that graduate students do not need the same services as undergraduate students 
is a common assumption in the field of student affairs (Woodard, Love, & Komives, 2000). 
Woodard et al. (2000) claim that it is a heresy that “the field of student affairs continues to focus 
almost solely on the ‘traditional’ undergraduate college student” (p.35) rather than serves all 
students. Furthermore, a 2010 report from the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) 
states that “we can no longer afford to build metaphorical fences between ‘student affairs 
professionals’ and others who also are engaged in fostering student success” (ACPA, 2010). 
These fences tend to make divisions along organizational reporting lines, which become 
fragmented by disciplinary and functional specializations (Blimling, Whitt, & Associates, 1999; 
Boyer Commission, 1998). This fragmentation typically manifests itself via the separation of 
services with academic affairs and student affairs working independently. Nonetheless, evidence 
suggests that students learn most effectively in seamless learning environments (Kuh, 2009a). 
While student affairs divisions are seeking opportunities for close collaboration with academic 
affairs, graduate students appear to be seeking more co-curricular support services from student 
affairs (Brandes, 2006; Elkins-Nesheim, Guentzel, Kellogg, McDonald, Wells, & Whitt, 2007).   
Academic departments must be deliberate in considering all student needs, including how 
to connect graduate students to broader campus support services (Conrad, Haworth, & Millar, 
1993). The literature addresses two challenges in meeting the needs of master’s students. First, 
with regard to campus services, graduate students are “the single most ignored block of students 
in relationship to services provided” (Woodard et al., 2000, p. 36). There is often a tension 
between what students want and need and what academic departments alone can provide (Golde 
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& Dore, 2001). Graduate program administrators cannot rely on graduate advisors or mentors 
alone to handle problem areas (Anderson & Swazey, 2007). In their study, Anderson and Swazey 
(2007) surveyed 1,520 doctoral students about a wide range of experiences within their graduate 
program, including the reasons they chose the particular program, the organizational culture, the 
work requirements, the evaluation of their work, and their overall assessment of their experience. 
The results suggested that it is the collective responsibility of faculty, staff, and student peers to 
foster an environment that helps students persist through their program. This supports Brandes’ 
(2006) position that there is a desire – by students as well as administrators – to have a range of 
support options available on campus. Further, given the diversity of the master’s student 
population and the variety of organizational structures for graduate education, it is difficult to 
generalize the master’s student experience (Tokuno, 2008).  
Analyzing data compiled from professional associations, internet searches, interviews, 
and inspection of institutional web pages, Brandes (2006) identified the four most common 
staffing practices at research universities that support graduate students. These practices vary in 
terms of the populations served, visibility on campus, collaborations with other departments and 
divisions, and comprehensiveness of the services provided. These four practices include:  
 A graduate school houses an assistant or associate dean of student affairs, director 
of graduate student services, or a director of the graduate center. This person 
usually reports to the graduate school dean and supports students within the 
particular graduate school.  
 A division of student affairs houses a director of graduate student life or assistant 
or associate dean, often with an indirect reporting line or strong working 
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relationship to the graduate and professional school dean’s offices. This position 
typically supports all graduate students on campus. 
 A provost or academic affairs division houses a graduate student center that 
serves all graduate students. This typically occurs for institutions at which there is 
no graduate school on campus and no mechanism for supporting graduate 
students within student affairs.  
 A graduate student council or government employs a student affairs professional 
to work for the organization, with indirect reporting line to either a graduate 
school or student affairs division. While rare, this typically occurs at institutions 
with strong, independent student associations and significant funding from student 
fees. 
The diversity of support structures for graduate students complicates the benchmarking of 
best practices across institutions. Much of the work exploring current challenges and best 
practices is being done by professional associations. Within the field of student affairs, 
organizations such as the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) have formalized support for graduate 
students through national networks of support (ACPA, 2010; NASPA, 2010). Each organization 
has a sub-group dedicated to practitioners working with graduate and professional students, and 
they advance the sharing of best practice through conference workshops, seminars, and online 
training. Representatives from ACPA and NASPA were instrumental in the creation of the new 
Council for the Advancement of Standards in Education (CAS) standards for graduate and 
professional students. Within graduate education in general, the Council of Graduate Schools 
(CGS) provides advocacy, funding for research, and a forum to share best practices within 
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graduate education. The CGS website has a wealth of data on enrollment and degree information, 
the financing of graduate education, and pressing issues affecting the field (CGS, 2011). As 
previously mentioned, in 2011 the Council of Graduate Schools launched a master’s completion 
study for the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics fields.  
Standards for Graduate and Professional Student Services 
In response to a growing call from graduate academic administrators and student services 
practitioners to create standards to guide professional practice, CAS developed a set of standards 
by which universities can measure graduate programs and services (CAS, 2008). The purpose of 
these standards is to develop functional area and academic preparation standards for student 
learning. The Graduate and Professional Student Programs and Services standards (GPSPS) are 
explicit with regard to assessment of the graduate student experience: 
Graduate and Professional Student Programs and Services must establish systematic 
plans and processes to meet internal and external accountability expectations with regard 
to program as well as student learning and development outcomes. GPSPS must conduct 
regular assessment and evaluations.  These should include assessment of (a) 
demographics and characteristics of the students; (b) student needs, experiences, and 
learning outcomes; (c) overall use of and satisfaction with programs and services; (d) 
attrition and persistence rates, such as time to degree completion and reasons for leaving 
prior to completion; (e) post-graduation career plans and outcomes; (f) adherence to 
national standards; and (g) overall satisfaction with services and environment (p. 245) 
These standards are intended to assess doctoral programs, master’s programs, first-
professional programs, and online institutions. The available literature on the graduate student 
experience shows a wide range of research on the doctoral student experience: research that may 
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help inform campus administrators when benchmarking many of the CAS Standards. However, 
the same cannot be said for the literature on the master’s student experience. As summarized in 
Alexander and Maher (2008), the available research on master’s students has focused on goal 
attainment, transition issues, and the role played by advisement. While important, the limited 
scope of the available research provides impetus for scholars to investigate the master’s student 
experience using the CAS Standards as a guide. The CAS Standards, however, are voluntary and 
used for internal accountability only. Thus, CAS Standards are somewhat limited to the extent to 
which any institution uses them for benchmarking or external accountability purposes.  
Master’s Education and the Master’s Student Experience 
There is a sufficient literature on the master’s degree and master’s education to lay the 
groundwork for exploration of the student experience within this context. This literature review 
draws from two documents to build an understanding of the landscape of master’s education. 
Glazer’s 1986 ASHE Report “The Master’s Degree: Tradition, Diversity, and Innovation” gives 
a thorough account of the history, functionality of, and trends in master’s education. The focus of 
the ASHE report is on the master’s degree, not necessarily the master’s student experience, yet 
the author does an excellent job of providing evidence of the breadth and depth of master’s 
education in the United States (Glazer, 1986). 
More recently, Glazer-Raymo (2005) analyzed five professionalized master’s degree 
programs, nine arts and sciences master’s degree programs, and three interdisciplinary programs, 
specifically investigating how these programs embrace innovation and change. Glazer-Raymo’s 
(2005) research found that professional master’s programs, highly influenced by market forces, 
corporate culture, and technological changes, are now replacing arts and sciences master’s 
programs at the core of the university’s initial mission. The work of Glazer (1986) and Glazer-
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Raymo (2005) is fundamental to understanding master’s education, yet it does not address the 
student experience. 
The book A Silent Success: Master’s Education in the U.S. (Conrad et al., 1993), in 
addition to providing a broad overview of master’s education, includes one of the few research 
studies that explore how master’s students experience their program. Through a series of 
interviews with key stakeholders including master’s students, faculty, and administrators, Conrad 
et al. (1993) explored key decision-making points for students during their master’s program. 
These decision points are acted upon by stakeholders (students, faculty, program administrators) 
and include the approach to teaching and learning, overall program orientation, departmental 
support, institutional support, and student culture. Each of the decision points provides an 
opportunity for stakeholders to affect the student experience, and the authors developed a model 
that explored the approaches and impacts within each. Still, the actual engagement practices of 
master’s students remain poorly understood.  
The existing research on the master’s student experience is mostly anchored in the 
perspectives of faculty and administrators, instead of the master’s students themselves (Conrad, 
Duren & Haworth, 1998). No single academic or professional organization has specifically 
addressed the needs of master’s students as part of its core mission (Brandes, 2006; Tokuno, 
2008).  
Master’s programs tend to be income generators for the institution; master’s students 
often graduate with high debt loads because institutions do not fund master’s students to the 
extent that they do doctoral students (Conrad et al., 1993). Doctoral students in the United States 
represent 73% of graduate students who receive a teaching assistantship, research assistantship, 
or tuition waiver to support their graduate work, while in contrast master’s degree-seeking 
31 
 
students rely heavily on student loans, work-study grants, and personal contributions to finance 
their education (Wendler et al., 2010).  
A 2010 study by the Council of Graduate Schools asked graduate deans to identify the 
three most pressing issues or challenges they face (CGS, 2010a). The study included 146 
doctoral institutions, 57 master’s-focused institutions, and 14 baccalaureate institutions. The 
three most pressing issues reported by those deans working with master’s students were 
enrollment management/student recruitment (58%), managing the infrastructure of the graduate 
school (52%), and graduate student financial support (45%). These same deans ranked student 
services and career placement as the two lowest priorities (3% and 1% respectively). The deans 
working with doctoral students identified student services as a slightly higher priority at 16%, 
though still not in the top three. Apparently, student services are not pressing issues to deans in 
graduate education.  
The literature about the doctoral student experience can also help frame research on the 
master’s student experience.  
The Doctoral Student Experience 
There is a wealth of literature on doctoral education and the doctoral student experience, 
which has emerged over the last two decades (Bieber & Worley, 2006). A primary task of such 
research is to better understand “the nature of and developmental paths taken by doctoral 
students” (Golde, 2005, p.719). Persistent problems like high rates of attrition, limited 
opportunities within the academic job market, excessive time to degree, and inadequate training 
for teaching and research have given rise to research studies that seek to learn more about the 
doctoral student experience (Gardner & Barnes, 2007). Within the literature, several themes 
emerge that specifically address core aspects of the doctoral experience. These research themes 
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include variables like attrition and time-to-degree, the socialization process, the student-advisor 
relationship, and more recently how doctoral students experience the complexities of graduate 
school (Bieber & Worley, 2006; Bowen & Rudenstein,1992; Council of Graduate Schools, 
2010). Some of these themes, particularly the socialization process and student-advisor 
relationship may help inform research on the engagement practices of master’s students.  
Student Engagement: Theoretical Underpinnings and Measurements 
Student affairs practitioners have increasingly focused on the concept of student 
engagement as it relates to students’ persistence, learning, and overall campus experience. As 
Kuh (2009a) states: 
The engagement premise is straightforward and easily understood: the more students 
study a subject, the more they know about it, and the more students practice and get 
feedback from faculty and staff members on their writing and collaborative problem 
solving, the deeper they come to understand what they are learning and the more adept 
they become at managing complexity, tolerating ambiguity, and working with people 
from different backgrounds or with different views (p.5). 
The engagement construct has evolved over time and incorporates research on student 
involvement, time on task, academic and social integration - good practices in higher education 
(Kuh, 2009b). Student engagement has its roots in involvement theory, which focuses on the 
students’ time and effort in educationally purposeful activities and what institutions do to 
promote these activities (Kuh, 2005; Pascarella &Terrenzini, 2005; Pontius & Harper, 2006). 
This study also called on the literature on college student involvement and learning, with 
particular emphasis on Alexander Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement, Vincent Tinto’s 
(1975; 1993; 1998) theory regarding the effects of social and academic integration and student 
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departure, and Ernest Pascarella’s (1985) and later Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini’s (2005) 
general causal model for assessing the effects of the environment on student learning. The basic 
tenets of these higher education theories are a foundation for student engagement.   
A document influential to the development of student engagement and involvement 
theories is Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) Seven Principles of Good Practice in 
Undergraduate Education. Chickering and Gamson posit that there are particular institutional 
practices that lead to high levels of student engagement. These practices include encouraging 
intentional student and faculty interactions, developing reciprocity among students, emphasizing 
student time on task, respect for different ways of learning, communicating high expectations, 
giving prompt feedback, and respecting diverse talents. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) and 
Astin (1993) followed Chickering and Gamson’s work by developing their own theories of 
student involvement, which emphasized the simple premise that the more time and effort spent 
on purposeful activities, the more successful the student will be (Kuh, 2001). 
Student Engagement and Involvement Theory 
Astin’s (1977) theory of student involvement is a seminal theory in the understanding of 
student engagement. The most basic tenet of Astin's (1977; 1993b) theory is that the more time 
and energy undergraduate students invest in both the academic and co-curricular aspects of the 
collegiate experience, the more learning is enhanced. Astin (1975) describes involvement as a 
multifaceted concept that has academic, social, and political dimensions. Undergraduate 
involvement has been linked to retention rates, academic performance, and levels of career-
related competencies (Gardner & Barnes, 2007). Astin’s (1984) involvement theory has five 
basic premises: (a) involvement is an investment of time and energy in various objects: (b) 
involvement occurs on a continuum; (c) involvement has both quantitative and qualitative 
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features; (d) involvement is directly proportional to the quality of the student involvement in the 
program; and (e) the effectiveness of any practice is defined by how much that practice increases 
student involvement. The literature on undergraduate involvement provides similar evidence that 
a high level of involvement is linked to a number of positive outcomes, including overall 
satisfaction with the college experience, academic achievement, and persistence (Astin, 1993; 
Kuh, 2001). Astin’s work was particularly instrumental in the movement toward connecting 
effective educational practices to student outcomes (Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009). 
These outcomes range from disciplinary skills and knowledge to grade point average to time-to-
degree measures.  
Astin (1991) developed a framework in which to explore student outcomes. This model, 
called the input-environment-output (I-E-O) model, looks at the interaction of three factors on 
student growth during higher education: (a) the characteristics of a matriculating postsecondary 
student (inputs); (b) the various programs, policies, faculty and peer interactions, and other 
educational experiences to which the student is exposed (environment); and (c) the 
characteristics of the student after completion (outputs) (Astin, 1991; Terenzini & Upcraft, 
1996). In examining the college environment for influences on students' development and 
retention, Astin (1996) concluded that the most important type of involvement is academic 
involvement, including involvement with faculty and with student peer groups. Invoking the core 
tenets of Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement within the I-E-O model may be of particular use 
for an engagement study with master’s students. The model is a useful tool for examining the 
activities and experiences over which institutions have some programmatic or policy control 
(Terenzini & Upcraft, 1996). Four specific characteristics from the I-E-O model in particular 
may inform a study on master’s student engagement, including peer group interactions, faculty 
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interactions, classroom experiences, and co-curricular experiences. Figure 1illustrates how 
Astin’s model can be used for a study on engagement with master’s students. 
Figure 1 
Astin’s Input-Environment-Output (I-E-O) Model and Master’s Engagement 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the most influential theories of student persistence comes from Tinto (1975; 1982; 
1993; Pascarella, Duby, & Iverson, 1983). Tinto (1975) developed a longitudinal, explanatory 
model called the Student Integration Model (SIM) that explains the concepts and processes that 
influence an individual’s decision to leave an institution. At the model’s conceptual core is the 
concept of person-environment fit: the degree of fit between the student and the institutional 
environment (Pascarella, Terenzini, & Wolfe, 1986; Tinto, 1975). Tinto (1975) asserts that a 
student’s decision to leave an institution is due to an incongruity between that student’s 
intentions and their interactions with others; Tinto referred to these two forms of interactions as 
social and academic integration. Social integration is the amount of interaction a student has with 
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peers while academic integration is the degree to which a student is incorporated into the 
academic fabric of his or her institution (Tinto, 1975). Theoretically, academic and social 
integration have a direct effect on student departure decisions, with higher levels of integration 
associated with a lower probability of departure. Students who are engaged in both of these 
realms – academic and social - are most likely to persist to program completion. 
Tinto (1993) suggests that faculty members are the primary agents of academic 
integration for doctoral students. Faculty relationships, not peer relationships, are seen as more 
important to degree completion. Extending Tinto’s (1993) work, Golde (2005) explored the 
dynamic interplay between students and the academic department with doctoral student non-
completers from four academic departments at a medium-sized Midwestern university after they 
left the program. The goal of the study was to understand the lived experience of doctoral 
students through their own words. Golde (2005) used semi-structured interviews to collect data 
from 58 doctoral students who had left their doctoral program in the departments of history, 
biology, geology, and English. The findings showed that lack of student fit –with the department, 
with the academic discipline, and with the advisor – were the predominant reasons why students 
left. Isolation emerged as a primary theme as well, with isolation from peers and faculty and the 
absence of collegial and supportive relationships cited as contributing to attrition. Doctoral 
students often leave their studies because they have not integrated the parallel academic and 
social systems in their program (Golde, 2000).   
Tinto’s (1975) model suggests that at the heart of student success is the student’s 
involement. “One thing we know about persistence is that involvement matters. The more 
academically and socially involved individuals are - that is, the more they interact with other 
students and faculty - the more likely they are to persist” (Tinto, 1998, p. 167).   
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While Tinto’s (1975) theory can be applied to both graduate and undergraduate student 
experiences, the relative importance of social versus academic integration will be different for 
graduate students, with a heavier focus on academic rather than social integration (Pascarella & 
Terrenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993). This acknowledgement that the graduate experience may require 
less integrated of both the social and academic realms seems to contradict Tinto’s (1975) earlier 
work which asserts that extreme integration in either realm would likely cause problems in the 
other realm. In fact, one of the most consistent criticisms of Tinto’s 1973 Student Integration 
Model (SIM) is that it only applies to traditional-aged, residential college or university students 
(McCubbin, 2003). Bean and Metzner (1985) contend that Tinto (1993) does not look at factors 
outside of the institution that might exert influence on non-traditional, adult students’ ability to 
integrate their experiences. These factors include work, family, and other external 
responsibilities, all of which may limit either the motivation for, or time dedicated to, 
involvement.  
Bean and Metzner (1985) proposed an extension of the Tinto (1975) model called the 
student attrition model (SAM). The SAM emphasizes the role that friends, family, and other 
networks of support play in student attrition. These students who rely on external networks may 
not have the time or interest in the internal support networks that are a core part of the Tinto 
(1975) model. In a study of Latino students, Torres and Solberg (2001) found that social 
integration did not predict persistence among Latino students in the Tinto (1975) model. The 
researchers speculated that these results may be due to the students being part of an ethnic 
minority group who may not have access to a wide support structure on campus. Simply put, the 
scope of Tinto’s (1975) SIM model may not account for attributes or behaviors of students who 
are different from traditional-aged, majority, residential students. 
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Tinto (1982) responded to the criticism by acknowledging the shortcomings of the model, 
most notably that the SIM model was not intended to explain all facets of social or academic 
integration. He also believed that some researchers had overextended his model. Tinto (1982) 
admitted that rates of attrition over time remained steady despite changes in the demographics of 
the student body, changes in institutional organization, and other societal changes. While Tinto’s 
contributions are valuable, the shortcomings call into question whether Tinto’s (1975) SIM 
model has staying power in explaining attrition in non-traditional student populations.  
Pascarella (1985) offers a broader view of student involvement in his General Causal 
Model for Assessing the Effects of Differential Environments on Student Learning and Cognitive 
Development. Pascarella's model provides a framework for assessing student outcomes and 
explaining the factors that affect those outcomes. The model hypothesizes relationships between 
certain variables, and posits that academic growth is a function of the direct and indirect effects 
of five main sets of variables, as well as their interactions, including: (a) student background 
characteristics; (b) organizational characteristics; (c) institutional environment; (d) interactions 
with faculty and peers; and (e) quality of effort (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; 2005). Pascarella 
(1985) also theorized relationships among these variables. In particular, the combination of the 
first variable - students’ background and pre-college characteristics, and the second variable - 
structural and organizational features of the institution, shape the third variable - a college’s or 
university’s environment. All three of these variables influence the fourth variable - interactions 
with faculty and peers. Finally, the fifth set of variables – quality of student effort – is shaped by 
the four preceding sets of variables. Research by Pascarella (1985) found that the interaction of 
students with faculty and their peers has both a direct and indirect effect on cognitive outcomes, 
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while structural characteristics and environmental characteristics have only indirect effects on 
these outcomes (Franklin, 1995).  
Adult Learning Theory 
Traditional student development theories for campus engagement may not hold true for 
adult students because adult students bring with them life experiences that inform their learning 
experiences (Kasworn, 2003; Kilgore & Rice, 2003; Zemke, 2002). Some literature on adult 
learning suggests that adult students learn differently than traditionally-aged college students 
(Knowles, 1990). Despite the age of the typical master’s student, the author’s review of the adult 
learning literature suggests that graduate students are infrequently the focus of research on adult 
learning. Yet given what we do know about how adult learning is conceived and the 
demographic diversity of master’s students, research on adult learning may still have 
implications for this study.  
The terms pedagogy and andragogy represent two broad models that describe how 
instructors teach students of different ages (Taylor, 1998). Pedagogy is the art and science of 
teaching children and is the predominant model for teaching traditional-aged undergraduate 
students in American higher education (Hiemstra & Sisco, 1990; Knowles, 1990). Andragogy is 
the art and science of teaching adults and helping adults learn (Knowles, 1980; Knowles, Holton, 
Swanson, 2005). Malcolm Knowles (1980) explored the andragogy model as a parallel theory to 
pedagogy. It arguably gives coherence and direction to adult education practice. The basic tenets 
of andragogy include the importance of a cooperative learning climate, a proper diagnosis of the 
needs and interests of the student, a clear set of learning objectives, and the provision of 
knowledge that can be applied immediately (Knowles, 1980; Reeves & Pedulla, 2012). Knowles 
identified certain conditions under which adults learn most and introduced the concept of a 
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learning climate. As summarized in Taylor (1998), drawing on the earlier work of educator 
Eduard Lindeman (1926), Knowles (1980) articulated six tenets about how adult students learn: 
1. Self-concept: As a person matures, he or she moves from being a dependent 
personality to one who is a self-directed human being.  
2. Experience: As a person matures, he or she accumulates a growing reservoir of 
experience that becomes a resource for learning.  
3. Readiness to learn: As a person matures, his or her readiness to learn becomes oriented 
to the development task at hand.  
4. Orientation to learn: As a person matures, his or her time perspective changes from 
one of postponed application of knowledge to immediacy of application, and accordingly 
his or her orientation towards learning shifts from one of subject-centeredness to one of 
problem-centeredness.  
5. Motivation to learn: As a person matures, the motivation to learn is internal. Although 
adults feel the pressure of external motivators, they are most driven by internal 
motivation and the desire for self-esteem and goal attainment.  
6. The need to know. Adults need to know the reason for learning something. In adult 
learning the first task of the teacher is to help the learner become aware of the need to 
know.  
Merriam (2001) asserts that the theory of andragogy and the ideas about how adult 
students learn can help educators understand that adult learners are problem-centered, interested 
in learning about subjects of direct relevance to them, and need to be involved in their own 
education.  
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The literature describes the optimal adult learning environment in various ways, though 
two specific definitions most closely describe the environments within master’s education. 
Hiemstra (1991) defines a learning environment as “all of the physical surroundings, 
psychological or emotional conditions, and social or cultural influences affecting the growth and 
development of an adult engaged in an educational enterprise” (p. 8). Factors in the learning 
environment exert a powerful influence on the psychological, social, and cultural growth of adult 
learners (Hiemstra, 1991). Tagiuri (1968) theorized the environmental climate to comprise four 
key facets: ecology (building on classroom characteristics), milieu (individuals' characteristics), 
social system (interpersonal or group-patterned relationships), and culture (beliefs, values, and 
expectations). The literature on the doctoral student experience underscores the importance of 
the environmental aspects of graduate education, including advisor and peer relationships, the 
cultural norms of the department, and the goals that each student brings with them to the 
academic program (Baird, 1993; Golde, 1998; Mendoza, 2007). Assessing the environment and 
climate in which students learn is an essential component to engagement research (Kuh, 2005; 
LSSSE, 2010). 
Adult learning theory can provide a foundation on which student and academic affairs 
professionals might design support structures and programs to meet the needs of master’s 
students. If adults expend energy and time on those tasks they deem valuable, then faculty and 
administrators must partner through cooperative, meaningful dialogue to create engagement 
plans for graduate students that are in accord with adult learning principles and thus support 
student learning (Pontius & Harper, 2006).   
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Extending Engagement Research to Graduate Students 
While the literature on graduate student engagement is sparse, there is probably much to 
learn from the research on undergraduate engagement. Research shows that engagement is the 
single best predictor of students’ learning and development (Brint, Cantwell, & Hannerman, 
2008; Kuh, 2001; Pascarella & Terrenzini, 1991). Research drawing these conclusions defines 
engagement broadly enough to apply it to graduate students. Certainly, the activities in which 
graduate students participate and how the academic departments and university support them can 
be investigated empirically. These educationally purposeful engagement activities include those 
endeavors in which students participate both inside and outside of the classroom (Astin, 1993; 
Hu & Kuh, 2002).  
The educational outcomes associated with purposeful engagement have been researched 
within an almost exclusively undergraduate population, yet the wide range of outcomes may be 
relevant in graduate studies. These outcomes include persistence, cognitive-intellectual skill 
development, practical competency development, and ethical development (Pontius & Harper, 
2006). Astin (1999) recognizes that the time and energy that students have to dedicate to their 
academic experience is finite, and that non-classroom pursuits often compete with academic 
interests. Though research suggests that non-traditional students also benefit from engaging in 
educationally purposeful activities, the types of activities in which graduate students participate 
do differ from undergraduate students (Guentzel & Nesheim, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005). Further, to apply undergraduate engagement principles to a graduate student population 
assumes that what works for undergraduate students will work for graduate students 
(McCormick, 2010).   
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In 1997, the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) identified a set of principles for good 
practice in student affairs (ACPA & NASPA, 1997). This was one of the first attempts to build 
professional consensus around the programming that can help orient and standardize student 
affairs practice with regard to engagement for undergraduate students (Blimling & Whitt, 1999). 
These principles state that good practice in student affairs: 
1. Engages students in active learning 
2. Helps students develop coherent values and ethical standards 
3. Sets and communicates high expectations for student learning 
4. Uses systematic inquiry to improve student and institutional performance 
5. Uses resources effectively to achieve institutional missions and goals 
6. Forges educational partnerships that advance student learning 
7. Builds support and inclusive communities 
Elaborating on the work of Chickering and Gamson (1987) and the ACPA/NASPA paper 
(1997), Pontius and Harper (2006) articulated a set of philosophical principles for student affairs 
practices around graduate student engagement. These include support for underrepresented 
populations, a focus on orientation to the institution, the importance of communication, an 
emphasis on community building across academic units, the creation of engagement plans for 
students, effective career counseling, and a systematic approach to assess satisfaction, needs, and 
outcomes for students.  
As pointed out earlier, engagement theory was developed as it pertains to the traditional-
aged population (Alexander & Maher, 2008). The little research on graduate engagement has 
largely extended the undergraduate model of engagement to fit the specific needs of the graduate 
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population (Pontius & Harper, 2006). However, there are differences between undergraduate and 
graduate education in student demographics, developmental stages, and the university structures 
of support – all of which pose challenges for educators who want to promote and assess graduate 
student engagement. Still, there is nascent literature that is exploring graduate student 
engagement and involvement (Caulfied, 2010; Pontius & Harper, 2006). 
In a study of 91 master’s students, Caulfield (2010) explored the conditions under which 
graduate students were most likely to learn, identifying a hierarchy of learning tasks from least to 
most engaging. Contradicting adult learning theory, the results showed that value and effort were 
predictive of student engagement, but that extrinsic motivating factors (e.g., attendance 
expectations and grades) related more to engagement than intrinsic factors. Peer-evaluated small 
group work were also good overall predictors of student engagement as were tasks in which 
students can directly apply the learning to their professional or personal life; the latter is 
consistent with adult learning theory.  
In a study using socialization theory as a framework for assessing graduate student 
engagement, Gardner and Barnes (2007) interviewed ten doctoral students in higher education 
administration from five different institutions.  Socialization theory consists of three key 
elements—knowledge acquisition, investment, and involvement—all which lead to students 
identifying with and preparing for a professional role (Golde, 2003). Not surprisingly, in this 
study participants reported that graduate student involvement is entirely different than 
undergraduate involvement, particularly in terms of the types of activities in which students 
participate. A consistent theme in the study was that students mentioned professional 
development in their discussions about involvement.  Professional development is a core 
component of socialization theory, linking involvement to future career goals (Golde, 1998). The 
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study by Gardner and Barnes (2007), which studied doctoral, not master’s students, also 
indicates that peers influence students’ decisions to become involved. Involvement at the 
graduate level means participation in activities outside the classroom with faculty and fellow 
graduate students (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988). Gardner and Barnes’ study, students described 
engagement as holding a position within the school or department governing body, sitting on a 
committee, attending lectures and academic events, and participating at regional and national 
academic conferences.  
Instruments that Measure Student Engagement 
The National Survey of Student Engagement 
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is the most widely used instrument 
for assessing undergraduate student engagement. The NSSE is administered by the Center for 
Postsecondary Research at Indiana University to first year and senior year students at four year 
colleges and universities (NSSE, 2011). In 2011, 537,000 students from 751 institutions in the 
United States and Canada completed the survey (NSSE, 2012). The conceptual framework for 
the instrument is based on engagement theory, which asserts that what students do during college 
matters more to positive educational outcomes than who they are, or even where they choose to 
go to college (Kuh, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1993). Specifically, the NSSE is designed to 
assess the extent to which students are engaged in good educational practices and what they gain 
from their college experience (Kuh, 2001). The NSSE is a self-reported instrument that asks 
students to reflect on how they spend their time and what institutional structures support them 
with regard to their engagement. The NSSE results provide a set of national benchmarks that 
participating schools can then use to identify programs and services for improvement.  
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The specific design of the NSSE was intended to mirror the practices outlined by 
Chickering and Gamson (1987) in Seven Principles of Good Practice. NSSE narrowed their 
focus to five benchmarks of engagement: (a) level of academic challenge, (b) active and 
collaborative learning, (c) student-faculty interaction, (d) enriching educational experiences, and 
(e) supportive campus environment. Chapter three will provide more detail about each of the 
benchmarks. 
The NSSE does not directly measure engagement behaviors or student outcomes and 
therefore has attracted its share of detractors. Arum and Roksa (2011) challenge whether students 
can accurately self-report their own engagement and learning. In essence, researchers ask “as 
young adults, are they aware of what they do not know? If students cannot identify or define 
learning and critical thinking skills, how will they know if they have obtained these?” (Arum and 
Roska, 2011, p. 27). This criticism highlights the fact that indirect measures, like the NSSE, are 
often insufficient to measure student engagement and learning. Even Kuh (2009) recognized that 
the NSSE does not assess the quality of active and collaborative learning, rather it quantifies the 
frequency that students indicate they engage in these activities.  
In a strong critique of college student surveys, Porter (2009) asserts that the National 
Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) is seriously flawed with questionable validity. He states 
that the availability of quick, inexpensive instruments that claim to measure learning has many 
institutions relying on these indirect measures, rather than more direct (albeit more costly and 
time consuming) measures (e.g., observations, or cognitive test data), to gauge student learning. 
He notes that the field of higher education “requires an ambitious research program to reestablish 
the foundation of quantitative research on students” (Porter, 2009, p.45) and that current efforts 
like the NSSE fall short of academic rigor. Specifically, Porter (2009) criticized the relevance of 
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some NSSE questions. For example, Porter (2009) says that state of knowledge about human 
cognition and survey response requires that respondents must be able to understand and make 
meaning of the question. He painstakingly goes through a number of items and points out where 
respondents might get confused in terms of the instrument’s content (e.g., terminology). For 
example, students may not understand what critical thinking is, how an instructor is defined, or 
how a student distinguishes between serious and frivolous conversations. In response to Porter’s 
(2009) criticisms, NSSE director Alexander McCormick acknowledged some of the instrument 
shortcomings, particularly around asking its attitudinal questions, but also said that the problems 
are overstated and that Porter (2009) ignores key validity and reliability evidence (Jaschik, 
2009). While these criticisms are important to note, the reality is that the NSSE is the only 
psychometrically examined instrument available that measures levels of student engagement. 
The Law School Survey of Student Engagement (LSSSE), from which the Master’s Survey of 
Student Engagement (MSSE) survey instrument was adapted for use in this study, has not 
undergone rigorous reliability and validity studies. 
The Law School Survey on Student Engagement (LSSSE)  
The Law School Survey on Student Engagement is a national engagement instrument that 
is intended to measure graduate engagement. The LSSSE was created by the Center for 
Postsecondary Research at Indiana University to provide law schools with a way to collect 
information annually about the law school experience. The LSSSE was specifically designed to 
assess the extent to which law students are engaged in effective educational practices (LSSSE, 
2010). The LSSSE asks students about their law school experience - how they spend their time, 
what they feel they have gained from their classes, how they perceive the quality of interactions 
with faculty and friends and other activities. Extensive research indicates that good educational 
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practices in the classroom and interactions with others, such as faculty and peers, are related to 
student outcomes. In particular, the LSSSE (2011) assesses key areas of students’ engagement: 
 The nature and frequency of their interaction with professors  
 How much time they spend reading and preparing for class  
 Participation in co-curricular and pro bono experiences 
 Collaboration and interactions with fellow students  
 Perceptions of the law school environment  
 What they feel they have gained from their experience (p.1) 
This kind of information describes law school quality and law student engagement, 
though it does not say much about what is most important to student learning - whether an 
institution's programs and practices are having the desired effect on students' activities, 
experiences, and outcomes. According to LSSSE, the data helps faculty and administrators 
better understand their students, help set goals and benchmarks, and identify areas for 
programmatic and curricular improvement. Since 2004, 164 different law schools have 
administered the LSSSE survey at least once, for the purpose of assessing the level of 
student engagement, improving educational practices, and enhancing student success 
(LSSE, 2010). In 2010, nearly 25,000 law students from 77 law schools participated in the 
LSSSE. 
The LSSSE currently uses data from item-level responses to compare first year, second 
year, and third year students’ levels of engagement. The LSSSE also provides participating 
institutions with comparison data from other law schools on these same item-level responses. 
LSSSE institutional data highlight where an institution is doing well and where they need to 
improve (LSSSE, 2010). As was the case for the National Survey of Student Engagement, the 
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LSSSE does not identify a set of benchmarks or engagement dimensions for law students. It may 
be that the LSSSE has not undertaken an examination of the internal structure of the instrument 
or that such analyses did not suggest the presence of dimensions of engagement for law students 
so its developers focused on item-level information and comparison.  
The NSSE and LSSSE have never been claimed as direct, or objective, measures of 
student engagement, but the instruments offer a starting place for the assessment of engagement 
behaviors in master’s students. Given the constraints of time and money, it makes sense for this 
research study to start with an instrument that can provide indirect, self-reported data on 
engagement among master’s students. The validity of the inferences drawn from such an 
instrument is another focus of this study.  
Conclusion 
This literature review underscores the need for research on the master’s student 
experience and in particular master’s student engagement. Master’s education is growing, both in 
terms of the number of students enrolled and in the types of programs offered. Research on the 
master’s student experience has not kept pace with this growth. In fact, the paucity of research is 
a gap in the otherwise robust literature in higher education. Student engagement is currently a 
mostly undergraduate student concept. Extending the research to graduate students will give 
practitioners data to help understand the student experience and also improve the programs and 
services offered to support master’s students. It will also contribute to the engagement field by 
investigating what the dimensions of engagement are for master’s students. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
Introduction and Overview 
The research questions that guided this study sought to describe how master’s students 
engage in educationally effective practices. As previously discussed in both the introduction to 
the study and the review of literature, although the concept of student engagement is prominent 
in undergraduate education, research that considers student engagement within master’s 
education is severely limited. This study was designed to fill that gap, contributing both to the 
engagement literature and to the general body of research on graduate education. The 
associational research design used in this study explored the relationship between student 
engagement and the personal and academic characteristics of master’s students. The primary 
instrument in this study is referred to as the Master’s Survey of Student Engagement (MSSE). 
The study used the five National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) engagement dimensions 
(called benchmarks) as a preliminary framework for understanding the internal structure of the 
MSSE. This research was approved by an Institutional Review Board.  
As previously discussed in the literature review, the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) benchmarks were developed based on engagement and involvement 
theories that link student engagement to key collegiate outcomes including student learning and 
development (NSSE, 2008; Kuh, 2009a; Pascarella et al., 2008). In particular Chickering and 
Gamson (1987) developed a set of educationally effective practices in which the NSSE is 
grounded. The NSSE engagement dimensions are: (a) Level of Academic Challenge, (b) Active 
and Collaborative Learning, (c) Student-Faculty Interaction, (d) Enriching Educational 
Experiences, and (e) Supportive Campus Environment. 
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This chapter presents the methodology for this research study and describes its overall 
research design including: settings, population, and sample; instrumentation; variables; analytic 
approach; and administration.  
Research Design 
Quantitative Research 
This quantitative study sought to understand student engagement in a previously 
unexplored segment of higher education and utilized an adapted national survey to gather data on 
the engagement patterns of master’s students. Quantitative studies enable researchers to 
generalize from a sample to a population in order to make inferences about a particular behavior, 
attitude, or characteristic, or the relationships among such variables (Babbie, 1990). Creswell 
(2003) identifies five key criteria of a quantitative study: (a) numeric data are used to describe 
attributes of a sample; (b) a relationship between an independent and dependent variable in a 
population is examined; (c) research questions or hypotheses involve a variable or variables; (d) 
there are standards of instrument reliability and the validity of findings; and (e) theories are 
tested. The current study met the above criteria as, for example, numerical data was used to 
quantify dimensions of student engagement, the research tested engagement theory within a 
master’s student population, and the study aimed to examine the relationship between 
engagement and master’s students’ personal and academic characteristics. Given the paucity of 
research on master’s student engagement, data from a quantitative study can provide broad 
descriptions of engagement from which future research – both quantitative and qualitative – can 
follow.  
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Research Setting, Population, and Sample 
This study focused on the engagement patterns of master’s students at a mid-sized 
national, religiously affiliated, Carnegie classification Doctoral/Research – extensive institution 
located in the Northeast (Carnegie, 2012). For the 2011-2012 academic year, the total student 
enrollment across all degree types was 13,826. Undergraduate student enrollment was 9,008 and 
graduate student enrollment was 4,818. Of the graduate student enrollment, 1,007 were enrolled 
in doctoral degree programs, 3,618 were enrolled in master’s or professional degree programs, 
40 were enrolled in licensure programs, 135 were enrolled in non-degree programs and 18 were 
enrolled in some other type of program.1 The institution’s graduate schools (with their 
corresponding graduate enrollment) include graduate arts and sciences (864), business (839), 
education (1,003), law (791), nursing (315), social work (514), theology and ministry (342), and 
advancing studies (150). 
The target population for this study was the broader population of master’s students in the 
United States, but the accessible population was limited to students at the institution where the 
research was conducted. The study’s purposive sample comprised master’s students enrolled in a 
master’s program in business, education, or arts and sciences. A 2010 Council of Graduate 
Schools study of the number of master’s degrees awarded determined that education (26.5%), 
business (24.4%), and arts and sciences (12.9%) have the highest percentage of master’s degree 
recipients (Bell, 2011). At the institution where this study was conducted, the total population of 
students enrolled in these programs is 1,677. Of these, 800 were enrolled in master’s programs in 
                                                          
1
 The category doctorate includes Ed.D., Ph.D., D.S.W., and S.T.D. degrees; 
Master’s/Professional includes M.A., M.A.T., M.B.A., M.Div., M.Ed., LL.M., M.S., M.S.T., 
M.S.W., M.T.S., Th.M., and J.D. degrees; Other includes C.A.E.S. and C.A.G.S. degrees; 
Licentiate includes Licentiate in Sacred Theology (S.T.L.); Non-degree includes non-degree and 
special students. 
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business, 654 were enrolled in master’s programs in education, and 223 were enrolled in 
master’s programs in arts and sciences. While these numbers reflect the total number of students 
as reported by the institution, the sampling frame provided by the Office of Institutional 
Research included 1,539 master’s students, of which 205 were in arts and sciences, 769 were in 
business, and 565 were in education.  There are two plausible explanations for the difference in 
the total population and sampling frame. The institutional Fact Book pulls student data on the fall 
census date and the data for this study was pulled from the spring census date. Since the numbers 
are pulled on different dates, the totals are different. Also contributing to differences is the nature 
of the institution’s student information system. A student can only be registered in one school at 
a time, so if a student is a dual MBA/MSW student (for example), they often move back and 
forth between schools as they progress through their program/coursework.  Any dual degree 
students in the sample may have been listed in another school in the fall semester. 
Descriptive Characteristics of Respondents 
The participant characteristics of greatest interest in this study were academic discipline 
(arts and science, business, and education), gender, enrollment status, marital status, children 
status, and international student status. Chi-square goodness-of-fit statistics were calculated to 
check the representativeness of the final sample with the accessible population—in terms of 
some of these academic and personal characteristics on which there is institutional data. 
The final sample included 496 participants, of which 70 were in arts and science, 209 
were in business, and 217 were in education. A chi-square goodness-of-fit test using an alpha 
level ( ) of .05 indicated that the distribution of the sample, in terms of their school, was 
significantly different than the accessible population,   (df=2) = 12.75, p < .05, with business 
students under-represented in the sample and education students over-represented. The 
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proportions of students in arts and sciences in the sample and in the accessible population were 
similar. The study is therefore limited in terms of external validity because the representation is 
not ideal for business and education students.  
In contrast the gender breakdown of the sample, 55.8% women and 43.4% men, matches 
the expectations set up by the accessible population and sampling frame. A chi-square test, 
  (df=1) = 3.52, NS, indicated that the sample is not statistically different than the accessible 
population with respect to gender. 
While the sample is nearly evenly distributed between full time students and part time 
students (49% and 51% respectively), the chi-square test shows that the sample diverges 
statistically from the accessible population which had a greater proportion of full time students 
  (df=1) = 48.5, p<.05. The study is therefore again somewhat limited in its ability to generalize 
to the accessible population.  
72% of respondents were single (never married), separated, or divorced while 28% 
indicated they were married or partnered. This differs somewhat from the wider master’s 
population, where 58% of students reported their status as unmarried and 42% reported their 
status as married. Nine percent of respondents reported that they had children, which differs from 
the general graduate student population of 26.4% reporting that they had children. 41 of the 45 
respondents (about 91%) who indicated that they had children were married or partnered.  
The average age of the respondents in the sample was 28.5. While there is a wide range 
in the age for the respondents, from 22 years of age to 62 years of age, most respondents (416 of 
493 or about 84%) were in the 23-32 age range. This is consistent with the age range of the 
general master’s student population. 
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Research questions 
The primary research questions that this study investigated were: 
1. What is the internal structure of the MSSE instrument as it relates to the five NSSE 
benchmarks of student engagement, and how do its scores relate to relevant educational 
outcomes?  
2. How are the five dimensions of engagement related to the characteristics of academic 
discipline, enrollment status, gender, age, marital status, international student status, and 
children status? 
Instrumentation 
The survey instrument used in this study is an adapted version of the Law School Survey 
of Student Engagement (LSSSE), which is the first instrument to adapt the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE) for use with graduate students. Developers of the LSSSE modified 
the NSSE to fit a law school context and, for this study, the researcher modified the LSSSE 
instrument to fit a master’s education context. In this study the adapted instrument is referred to 
as the Master’s Survey of Student Engagement (MSSE). Because the NSSE, LSSSE, and MSSE 
are very similar, this study used the five NSSE engagement benchmarks as a conceptual 
framework for the MSSE instrument’s content. Permission to adapt the items on the LSSSE was 
granted by the Center for Postsecondary Research at Indiana University that oversees the LSSSE.   
Another study adapted the LSSSE and used the NSSE national benchmark categories as a 
framework for what is measured by the adapted instrument. In a study on student engagement in 
theological education, Fuller (2009) used a modified version of the LSSSE instrument to create 
the Theological School Survey of Student Engagement (TSSSE). The TSSSE study then used the 
five NSSE engagement benchmarks to explore the engagement levels of theological students. 
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The TSSSE closely replicated the content and organization of the LSSSE. Some modifications 
made for the TSSSE content included eliminating references to law-school specific activities and 
replacing them with theology-school related items. In addition, Fuller (2009) assessed an 
additional element, spiritual formation, as it is a distinct objective of theological education.   
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was designed to measure the extent 
to which college students are engaged in empirically tested effective practices in undergraduate 
education. Chickering and Gamson (1987) argue that effective practices include contact between 
students and faculty, cooperation among students, active learning, prompt feedback, time on 
task, high expectations, and respect for diverse talents and ways of learning. The NSSE 
instrument consists of 102 likert-scale items and asks students to report on activities indicating 
these effective educational practices. These include course activities, higher-order thinking skills, 
cooperation with other students, and interactions with faculty and students from different 
backgrounds (NSSE, 2011). The NSSE has several different types of items and response scales. 
One set of items asks students the frequency with which they engage in specific educational 
activities, and response options include "very often," "often," "sometimes," and "never." A 
second set of items relates to the emphasis schools give to various educational activities and 
services, and response options include "very much," "quite a bit," "some," and "very little." The 
same scales are used for students' own assessment of their educational gains in a range of 
learning and development outcomes. The instrument also measures satisfaction with selected 
campus resources and services by asking students to indicate whether they are "very satisfied," 
"satisfied," "unsatisfied," "very unsatisfied" (or "not used" if students did not participate in the 
activity). For items about students' participation in enriching educational experiences, response 
options include "done," "plan to do," "do not plan to do," and "undecided."  The instrument also 
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has items that ask for student demographic and background information. Sometimes students are 
asked to select numeric responses. For example, particular items ask students to estimate the 
number of papers written during the current school year or the number of hours they spend in a 
typical 7-day week engaging in various activities using a 7-point Likert scale. 
The NSSE is typically administered to first-year students and seniors. The primary 
content of the NSSE is referred to as the College Student Report, and includes 42 items that 
identify behaviors that are associated with learning and personal development outcomes in 
college (Kuh, 2001). The Center for Postsecondary Education, which developed the NSSE, 
organized the instrument around five “benchmarks” or distinct dimensions of engagement based 
on effective practices of higher education. Related items are grouped together under each 
benchmark which allows institutions to examine the general areas where they may want to 
improve rather than working with 42 individual items (Kuh et al., 2001). This study applied these 
dimensions of engagement - effectively a theory of undergraduate engagement - and examined 
them in a master’s student context. Below are the five benchmarks and a description of each. 
Level of Academic Challenge (LAC). Items within this benchmark refer to students’ 
preparation for class, reading and writing behaviors, perceptions of work to meet faculty 
standards, higher order thinking skills, and an institutional environment emphasizing studying 
and academic work. 
Active and Collaborative Learning (ACL). This benchmark highlights opportunities 
for students to work together, and apply their learning to multiple settings, including discussing 
concepts from readings with others, participating in courses that incorporate community based 
projects, tutoring or teaching classmates, working with others to prepare assignments outside of 
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class and completing projects in class, asking questions, making class presentations, and 
contributing to class discussions. 
Student/Faculty Interaction (SFI). The items within this benchmark assess discussing 
ideas from coursework with faculty members outside of class; working with faculty members on 
projects outside coursework, such as committees or orientation; working with a faculty member 
on a research project; and getting prompt feedback on academic performance. 
Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE). This benchmark represents offering 
students a variety of learning opportunities that complement the academic mission of their 
program including diversity initiatives, technology, internships, and capstone experiences. Items 
regard talking with students from differing religious or political backgrounds; talking with 
students of a different race or ethnicity; an institutional climate that encourages contact between 
students of varying economic, social, racial, or ethnic backgrounds; using technology for 
assignments; and participating in unique educational opportunities such as foreign language 
coursework, study abroad, community service, internships, independent study or self-designed 
major. 
Supportive Campus Environment (SCE). This benchmark refers to how institutions 
help students succeed academically; help students cope with non-academic responsibilities; help 
students adjust socially; and promote supportive relationships among members of the campus 
community including faculty, students, peers, and administrators. 
Ordinarily, NSSE benchmark scores are calculated by converting the score for each item 
contributing to a benchmark to a 0-100 point interval scale and then summing items within a 
particular benchmark. For items that ask whether a student participated in an activity, students 
who indicate that they have not completed an activity receive a score of 0, and students 
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indicating they have already completed an activity receive a score of 100. For items that ask how 
often a student participates in an activity, responses are assigned a predefined number of points 
between 0-100. For example, “never,” “sometimes,” “often” and “very often” are recorded as 0, 
33.3, 66.6 and 100 respectively. Institutional scores on each of the benchmarks are derived from 
student level scores for each class year (first-year students and seniors) (NSSE, 2010).   
The LSSSE, like the NSSE, asks students to indicate how frequently they engage in a 
range of activities representing good educational practice. The survey has 104 items. The items 
gather data on activities related to classwork, cooperation with peers, work with faculty, 
interactions with others of differing backgrounds and perspectives, and participation in enriching 
educational experiences such as pro-bono work or involvement in campus organizations (LSSSE, 
2011). Students are also asked to report their perceptions of features within their law school that 
are associated with achievement, satisfaction, and persistence. Lastly, students are asked to 
respond to demographic questions that enable institutions and researchers to disaggregate the 
respondents in various ways (Kuh, 2007).  
Compared to the NSSE, there is relatively less information about the LSSSE in terms of 
its internal structure and psychometric properties within the law student population. Thus, the 
present study applied the five NSSE benchmarks and conducted a factor analysis to explore 
which, if any, dimensions of engagement underlie the MSSE data collected from master’s 
students – one large subset of the graduate student population. It seemed reasonable to use the 
five engagement benchmarks as a starting point for this research as it appears that many of the 
items on the LSSSE (and the adapted MSSE) conform quite explicitly to the NSSE framework.  
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Reliability and Validity of the NSSE and LSSSE 
The following section describes the existing validity and reliability evidence pertaining to 
the NSSE and LSSSE. There is a wealth of information about the psychometric properties of the 
NSSE. A report entitled Psychometric Profile outlines validity studies, reliability, and other 
information as to the NSSE’s quality (NSSE, 2012). Each section in the report includes the 
purpose of the analysis and research question(s), a description of the data and methods, and the 
results of the psychometric analyses. The developers of the NSSE contend that the psychometric 
properties of the NSSE indicate that the instrument measures what it intends to measure (i.e., 
instrument validity).  
Instrument reliability refers to the extent to which the instrument yields consistent scores 
(Light et al., 1990). Reliability analyses (including internal consistency and test-retest) of the 
NSSE imply reliability across institutions and individuals (NSSE, 2010a). The Psychometric 
Profile contains information on internal consistency reliability of the NSSE (NSSE, 2012). Table 
1 shows the reliability estimates for both first-year undergraduate students and senior students. 
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Table 1  
NSSE Reliability Estimates for First-Year and Senior Undergraduate Students 
NSSE Benchmarks  
First-Year 
Cronbach’s 
α 
Senior 
Cronbach’s 
α 
Level of Academic 
Challenge  
0.73 0.77 
Active and 
Collaborative 
Learning  
0.67 0.67 
Student-Faculty 
Interaction  
0.71 0.74 
Enriching 
Educational 
Experiences  
0.60 0.66 
Supportive Campus 
Environment  
0.79 0.80 
Note. NSSE = National Survey of Student Engagement. 
The benchmarks generally appear to be reliable for first year students and senior students. Two 
of the benchmarks, Active and Collaborative Learning and Enriching Educational Experiences, 
have lower reliability estimates. 
Validity refers to how well an instrument measures what it intends to measure (Creswell, 
2003). The NSSE relies on self-reported data, and the validity of self-reported data has been 
examined extensively (Pike, 1995). Self-reported data are generally expected to be valid under 
five conditions: (a) the information requested is known to respondents; (b) the questions are clear 
and unambiguous; (c) the questions refer to recent activities; (d) the respondents think the 
questions merit thoughtful response; and (e) answering the questions does not threaten, 
embarrass, or violate the privacy of respondents or encourage respondents to answer in socially 
desirable ways (Kuh, 2003; NSSE, 2010; Pace, 1985; Pike, 1995). The NSSE’s developers report 
adhering to the “benchmark” framework during item development and paying careful attention to 
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how the items were worded and structured to ensure content validity (Kuh, 2003; NSSE, 2010). 
Research suggests that the NSSE works equally well for students at different types of institutions 
and students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds (Kuh et al., 2007b). Both individual 
items and the overall instrument have been modified to enhance reliability and validity over the 
years based on data collected from focus groups, cognitive testing, and various psychometric 
analyses (Kuh, 2009b). Other findings provide evidence for the predictive validity of the 
instrument. The NSSE predicts first-year persistence and cumulative credits taken. Smaller, but 
still significant effects were found for grade point average.  
However, Porter (2009) argued that the NSSE did not meet reliability and validity 
standards, challenging the extent to which engagement items show content validity and cluster 
around five distinct engagement domains. Campbell and Cabrera (2009) tested Porter’s (2009) 
assertions and found that at a single institution the five-benchmark model does not hold up. Of 
particular note was a .86 correlation between two of the benchmarks - Active and Collaborative 
Learning and Student-Faculty Interaction. The same study also found the benchmark Enriching 
Educational Experiences to be the least internally consistent. Campbell and Cabrera 
acknowledge that their results for a single institution are not as strong as multi-institutional 
studies, yet they recommend that institutions examine the extent to which the five NSSE 
benchmarks are reliable and valid for their own institution before making changes in programs or 
policy on their basis. Similarly, this research first sought evidence that the Master’s Survey of 
Student Engagement measures engagement dimensions, and does so reliably, before conducting 
further analyses.  
Considerably less information is available on the psychometric properties of the LSSSE. 
Some relates to the content and face validity of the instrument. According to LSSSE (2011): 
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The LSSSE design team that developed the instrument worked very hard to make certain 
the items on the survey were clearly worded, well-defined, and had high face and content 
validity. Logical relationships exist between the items in ways that are consistent with the 
results of objective measures and with other research. The responses to the survey items 
are approximately normally distributed and the patterns of responses to different clusters 
of items discriminate among students both within and across institutions (p. 1).  
Empirical results from the 2011 LSSSE administration also provide validity evidence. First year 
law students spent more time studying, preparing for class, and writing papers than third year 
law students. This is to be expected, as theoretically the rigor of the first year demands that these 
students engage in those practices at higher levels. Likewise, third year students score higher on 
analysis and synthesis of material, likely because they have had more practice in doing so 
through their courses (LSSSE, 2011).  
The Masters Survey of Student Engagement (MSSE) 
The MSSE instrument used in this study consisted of 98 items. The MSSE items were 
nearly identical to corresponding items on both the LSSSE and NSSE, as was the organization of 
the items within the instrument. Where MSSE items were changed, it was primarily to reflect a 
master’s program context or to eliminate items that could not be adapted to a master’s student 
context. Below are three examples of questions adapted from the LSSSE for use in the MSSE, 
with LSSSE language in the first bracket and MSSE language in the second bracket: 
 To what extent does your [law school] [master’s program] emphasize each of the 
following?  
 To what extent has your experience [at your law school] [in your master’s program] 
contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal development in the following areas? 
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o Developing [legal research] [research] skills 
 During the current school year, about how many hours do you spend in a typical 7-day 
week doing each of the following? 
o [Legal pro bono] [professionally-related volunteer] work not required for a class 
or clinical course 
o Working for pay in a [law related] job [related to your discipline] 
Examples of items from the LSSSE that were not used on the MSSE instrument included 
a question that referenced participation as a law journal member and a question that asked 
students to report on their expected area of law specialization. Two additional questions 
regarding marital status and dependent children were added for the MSSE because they were 
theoretically important variables on which neither the NSSE nor the LSSSE collected data.  
Appendix B shows the grouping of the items on the MSSE by their corresponding NSSE 
benchmark category: Level of Academic Challenge (11 items); Active and Collaborative 
learning (4 items); Student-Faculty Interaction (6 items); Enriching Educational Experiences (8 
items); and Supportive Campus Environment (7 items).  
Given both the lack of sound psychometric information on the LSSSE (i.e., reliability and 
validity information) and the emerging consequential use of the NSSE benchmarks in graduate 
education (e.g., institutional programmatic and policy changes), this study explored the quality of 
the MSSE, a very similar instrument used with master’s students. To this end, the study 
conducted a factor analysis on the items in the MSSE that pertain to the five benchmarks. This 
analysis intended both to examine the internal structure of the MSSE, and to shed light on the 
nature of engagement in a master’s student context. After the factor analysis was conducted a 
separate reliability analysis for each set of items that measure a particular factor/dimension was 
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conducted. These analyses are discussed in further detail in the analytic approach section of this 
chapter. 
Benchmark Item Change 
As I prepared the data set for the factor analysis, one item stood out as potentially 
problematic for the analysis, and I chose to replace the item with another item that I deemed 
more appropriate. Specifically, question 35 was replaced with question 18 under the student-
faculty interaction benchmark category. Question 18 asks students to report if they have worked 
with faculty members on activities other than coursework, while question 35 asks students to 
report whether they have either “done” or “plan to do” work with faculty members outside of 
program requirements. The rationale for replacing question 35 with question 18 is threefold. 
First, since a large share of respondents indicated “undecided”, which is not a meaningful 
response, too many individuals would have to be given the mean on the variable for the factor 
analysis. Second, the questions contain the same words and share a similar meaning, but question 
18 asks about actual behaviors, not about intent as question 35 asks. Third, these two items 
correlated positively at .49 when the response option “undecided” was set missing. 
Variables 
The second research question treated the personal characteristics of age, gender, children 
status, and marital status and the academic characteristics disciplinary field, enrollment status, 
and international student status as independent variables, and the engagement dimensions as 
dependent variables. As indicated earlier in the problem statement, one of the challenges to 
conducting an engagement study with master’s students was the sheer diversity within the 
population of master’s students. The variables selected for this study represented an initial 
attempt at understanding which of these related to levels of engagement.  
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For example, this study sought to explore how the engagement patterns of international 
students differed from American students. Two themes explored extensively in the literature on 
international students are issues of adjustment and institutional support (Foot, 2009). Given the 
increasing numbers of international students, particularly in the field of business, exploring the 
engagement patterns of these students could provide data for faculty and administrators to 
address issues of acculturation and adjustment. Research shows that undergraduate international 
students are more engaged in educationally purposeful activities than American students (Zhao, 
Kuh, & Carini, 2005). Zhao et al. (2005) posited that faculty members and administrators need 
more information about what international students do in college in order to know whether and 
where to intervene to improve their experience. 
Full-time students and part-time students also have different experiences. Understanding 
the engagement patterns for each group can help practitioners target campus opportunities. 
Results from the 2011 LSSSE administration found some expected differences between part-time 
and full-time students. Part-time students devoted less time to co-curricular activities (e.g., 
journal, moot court, and law school organizations), but they spent the same amount of time 
studying and preparing for class as full-time students (NSSE, 2011). Results also showed that 
part-time students were less likely to participate in collaborative and interactive activities than 
full-time students. Master’s students might show a similar pattern. 
Variable Re-coding  
Some variables were re-coded for the final analyses. First, the variable marital status was 
re-coded to have two categories instead of the five response categories on the instrument. 
Married and partnered became one category as partnered is analogous to married. Single (never 
married), separated, or divorced was treated as a second category. The number of respondents 
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who indicated separated or divorced (n = 3) was too small to enable comparison with the other 
categories. There were no respondents in the widowed category. It was deemed appropriate to 
collapse the five categories into these two categories because theoretically individuals who are 
and are not in an intimate relationship generally should differ in the amount of time available for 
engagement. 
For race and ethnicity, nine respondents indicated “other” in their responses and then 
specified via an open-ended text box what their race or ethnicity was. Of those, two respondent 
answers were re-coded to be included in the pre-specified response categories. Specifically, the 
response Caucasian was re-coded to White (not Hispanic) and the response Black and White was 
re-coded to Multiracial. The seven remaining “other” responses were not re-coded as the 
category into which they might be placed was not apparent. Finally, for interpretation purposes 
the year of birth variable was re-coded into a new variable, age, by subtracting the year of birth 
from 2012.   
Analytic Approach 
In this study there were two primary research questions and a number of corresponding 
secondary research questions. Each research question is stated below along with a description of 
the corresponding method of analysis. 
Data Cleaning 
 Before any data analyses were conducted, I cleaned the data set in preparation for 
analysis. Given the study’s research questions, the sample was restricted in several ways in order 
to select the final sample on which the analyses would be based. First, I removed five 
respondents who indicated that they were part of a 5th year program wherein they started their 
program as an undergraduate student. The Office of Institutional Research had attempted to 
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remove all 5th year students from the sampling frame, nevertheless these five individuals 
somehow responded to the survey. 
Second, I removed 6 respondents who indicated that they were in a joint program in two 
different schools. For instance, if a student was in a joint program in education and business, 
they were removed. However, if a student indicated that they were in a joint program within the 
same school, for example master of finance and master of business administration (both business 
school degrees), they were not removed. Research question two requires that students identify 
with a particular school. Third, one participant was removed because they discontinued 
responding toward the beginning of the survey. Fourth, another respondent was removed because 
the pattern of responses for this individual was suspicious (i.e. selecting the fourth and highest 
category for all items). 
In order to describe the sample as well as inspect the data for factor analysis, analyses 
began by calculating descriptive statistics for all variables, including all individual MSSE items. 
This allowed for examination of the extent of missing data. For categorical variables, counts and 
valid percentages were computed. For continuous variables, I examined measures of central 
tendency and dispersion, as well as skew and kurtosis. Sample sizes for groups were inspected, 
and the engagement items were examined to check that there is variability (e.g., no ceiling or 
floor effects).  
The research questions investigated were: 
1. What is the internal structure of the MSSE instrument as it relates to the five NSSE 
benchmarks of student engagement, and how do its scores relate to relevant educational 
outcomes? 
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a. What is the internal structure of the MSSE instrument as it relates to the five 
NSSE benchmarks of student engagement? 
The related hypotheses for this question were: 
    The internal structure of the MSSE corresponds with the five NSSE benchmarks of 
student engagement. 
    The internal structure of the MSSE does not correspond with the five NSSE 
benchmarks of student engagement. 
b. To what extent do scores on the MSSE instrument correlate with indicators of 
positive outcomes of higher education and grade point average (self-report and 
institutionally provided)? 
It was important to seek evidence of construct validity in terms of the hypothesized 
dimensions of engagement. An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted to examine the 
internal structure of the MSSE, which is one type of evidence for the construct validity of an 
instrument. Factor analysis helps researchers understand the latent constructs or the structure 
underlying a set of observed variables such as survey items. EFA was used instead of 
confirmatory factor analysis because this was an exploratory study and there is no apparent prior 
research on the existence of these five dimensions with master’s students. Factor eigenvalues, 
percent of variance explained, and item factor loadings were used to inspect the internal structure 
of the MSSE. Since no information was available about the internal structure of the LSSSE or 
TSSSE, there was no specific hypothesis about the internal structure of the MSSE. Since the 
EFA discussed later implied that there are factors measured by the instrument, factor scores were 
extracted in SPSS. 
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After the factor analysis was conducted a separate reliability analysis (using Cronbach’s 
alpha) was conducted for each set of items that measured a particular engagement 
factor/dimension. This helped determine the reliability of scores, or the proportion of the total 
variability in the scores on each dimension that come from true variability in the construct (rather 
than all of the other things that also influence how an individual responds to the items).  
While the factor analysis focused on the internal structure of the MSSE, this study also 
sought another type of validity evidence: construct validity. Several items on the MSSE asked 
students to assess their own development on a set of positive educational outcomes including 
critical thinking, understanding oneself, speaking clearly and effectively, and acquiring a broad 
disciplinary education, among others (see Appendix A, question 10). In addition, students were 
asked to self-report their grade point average which is another key outcome that can be measured 
and linked to a measure of engagement for validation purposes. Since engagement theory 
predicts that engagement is associated with positive educational outcomes, if the MSSE 
measures engagement then MSSE engagement scores should be associated with these relevant 
outcomes. Thus, to examine the convergent construct validity of the MSSE, correlational 
analyses were used to determine whether the engagement dimensions measured by the 
instrument were significantly related to these relevant outcomes. Correlations of .3 or larger 
between an engagement scale score and an outcome item were considered as adequate evidence 
for the convergent construct validity of the MSSE.  
2. How are the five dimensions of engagement related to the characteristics of academic 
discipline, gender, age, marital status, children status, international student status, and 
enrollment status? 
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a. Is there a relationship between each engagement dimension and the characteristics 
academic discipline, gender, age, marital status, children status, international 
student status and enrollment status (main effects)? 
     There are no statistically significant relationships between the characteristics 
and the dimensions of engagement. 
  1: There are some statistically significant relationships between the characteristics 
and the dimensions of engagement (main effects). 
b. Is the interaction of gender and academic discipline related significantly to the 
dimensions of engagement?  
     The interaction of gender and academic discipline is not related statistically to 
the dimensions of engagement. 
  2: The interactions of gender and academic discipline is related statistically to the 
dimensions of engagement. 
For the above question, five multiple regression analyses were conducted; each multiple 
regression analysis examined the relationship between a particular engagement dimension 
(dependent variable) and the six characteristics (independent variables). Each multiple regression 
analysis also included one interaction: that representing the interaction between gender and 
academic discipline. This potential interaction effect was tested because of theory, prior research, 
and personal experience. The categorical variables were dummy coded (coded 0 for absence and 
1 for presence); the reference group for academic discipline was arts and sciences. The 
interaction terms were created in SPSS by multiplying the respective variables. Multiple 
regression analysis allowed me to see which characteristics were related to levels of engagement, 
while controlling for other characteristics.  
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Survey Administration 
The MSSE survey was conducted online between April 17, 2012 and May 8, 2012 using 
Campus Labs, a web-based survey vendor with whom the host institution has a contract. The 
Office of Institutional Research at the host institution generated an email list of master’s students 
enrolled in business, education, and arts and sciences. As stated earlier, the sample list provided 
by the Office of Institutional Research included 1,539 master’s students, of which 205 were in 
arts and sciences, 769 were in business, and 565 were in education.  All responses were 
confidential and no identifying information was used. Participation in the survey was voluntary.   
Prior to launching the survey, the MSSE instrument was piloted at the research site with 
ten master’s students from disciplines other than arts and sciences, business, or education (so as 
to not affect the potential sample). The goal of the pilot was to solicit feedback on question 
clarity and the length of time that it took students to complete the survey. Students reported that 
it took between ten and twenty minutes to complete the survey. One student reported that it was 
hard to differentiate between an assignment and a project. Another student would have liked, in 
addition to reporting on the activities that they have done or plan to do, to be able to respond that 
they were currently participating in an activity. Overall, students found the survey to be clear and 
organized. No changes were made to the instrument as a result of the pilot process. 
The survey was distributed via a series of email invitations to student participants. An 
initial email to participants explained the purpose of the study, provided information on 
participants’ rights as human subjects in this research, and gave instructions for how participants 
can access the survey. A follow-up email was sent one week after the original email to those who 
did not respond, and a final reminder was issued 48 hours before the close of the survey. The 
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associate deans for arts and sciences, business, and education each sent a letter of endorsement 
(written by me to ensure consistency in message) to the students in their respective school.  
Incentives were used to encourage student participation in the study. Five names of those 
who completed the survey were randomly drawn by Campus Labs to receive one of five $50 gift 
certificates from giftcertificates.com. A staff member in the Office of Institutional Research 
notified the recipients who were selected and sent each of the recipients the gift certificate. 
Summary 
This chapter presents the methodology for a research study on master’s student 
engagement. This study used an adapted version of a national instrument to measure the 
educationally effective practices of master’s students within five dimensions of engagement and 
examined how they relate to personal and academic characteristics. This study was also intended 
to provide an understanding of the construct of engagement in master’s students. 
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Chapter Four: Results 
Introduction 
This chapter presents the results of the analyses described in Chapter 3. As previously 
described, this study investigated engagement among master’s students using an instrument 
called the Master’s Survey of Student Engagement (MSSE). The first research question sought 
evidence of the construct validity of the MSSE, in particular, the extent to which it measured the 
five hypothesized engagement dimensions in master’s students, and the extent to which its scores 
correlated with theoretically relevant constructs (e.g., grade point average). The second research 
question addressed possible relationships between the engagement dimensions and six 
theoretically important individual characteristics (e.g., gender). This chapter is divided into three 
sections: Results for research questions one and two and a summary of findings in preparation 
for an interpretive discussion. 
Data Analysis – Research Question 1 
Research question one asked about the extent to which the MSSE instrument exhibited 
construct validity. Specifically, the study examined the internal structure of the MSSE as it 
relates to the five NSSE benchmarks of student engagement. Results regarding how well the 
MSSE scores correlate with relevant outcome variables, such as grade point average and self-
reported critical thinking skills (convergent construct validity evidence), are presented. Prior to 
conducting an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to examine the internal structure of the MSSE, I 
first computed descriptive statistics for items that comprise the five MSSE engagement 
dimensions. These 36 items each align with one of the five hypothesized engagement dimensions 
from the NSSE. I then conducted correlation analyses, examining the correlations among the 
items within each benchmark and correlations among items across benchmarks. Following the 
correlation analyses, a reliability analysis of the items within each of the benchmarks was 
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conducted to estimate the reliability of the five intact sets of items. Finally, an EFA was 
conducted to explore the internal structure of the MSSE. To help aid the reader’s interpretation 
of the tables in this chapter, Appendix C presents the items that were submitted to the EFA and 
abbreviated variable names for each. 
Descriptive Statistics – MSSE Items 
 To examine the suitability of the items for the EFA, I computed descriptive statistics for 
all benchmark items (see Table 2 below). Primarily, the purpose of examining these descriptive 
statistics was to inspect the item response distributions and ensure that there was variability in 
the item responses. Descriptive statistics were also used to assess potential problems such as 
coding mistakes or missing data. 
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Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics for Benchmark Items 
 
N Min Max Mean 
Std. 
Error 
of 
Mean 
Std. 
Deviation Skew Kurtosis 
Q6. EEE DIVCLASS 493 1 4 2.76 0.04 0.99 -0.23 -1.05 
Q8. ACL CLASSGROUP 492 1 4 2.42 0.04 0.95 0.26 -0.85 
Q9. ACL OCCGROUP 493 1 4 2.84 0.04 0.93 -0.20 -1.01 
Q10. ACL INTIDEAS 489 1 4 3.00 0.04 0.83 -0.35 -0.72 
Q13. SFI FACDISCUSS 491 1 4 2.67 0.04 0.83 0.24 -0.86 
Q14. SFI FACPLANS 490 1 4 2.05 0.04 0.87 0.67 -0.07 
Q15. SFI FACIDEAS 492 1 4 1.90 0.04 0.79 0.75 0.35 
Q16. SFI FACFEED 495 1 4 2.90 0.04 0.81 -0.30 -0.50 
Q17. LAC WORKHARD 496 1 4 2.63 0.04 0.90 -0.03 -0.83 
Q18. SFI FACOTHER 496 1 4 1.43 0.03 0.72 1.86 3.23 
Q19. SFI FACRESEARCH 492 1 4 1.38 0.03 0.74 2.07 3.71 
Q20. ACL OCCIDEAS 493 1 4 2.91 0.04 0.86 -0.22 -0.88 
Q21. EEE DIVRSTUD 496 1 4 2.69 0.04 0.99 -0.07 -1.11 
Q22. EEE DIFFSTUD 495 1 4 2.61 0.04 0.99 0.05 -1.09 
Q25. LAC ANALYZE 493 1 4 3.45 0.03 0.67 -0.94 0.23 
Q26. LAC SYNTHESIZE 487 1 4 3.32 0.03 0.77 -0.86 0.01 
Q27. LAC EVALUATE 493 1 4 3.10 0.04 0.87 -0.65 -0.38 
Q28. LAC APPLYING 496 1 4 3.26 0.04 0.82 -0.88 0.04 
Q29. LAC READMOR 485 1 5 1.74 0.03 0.71 1.16 3.10 
Q30. LAC READMD 487 1 5 3.05 0.05 1.01 0.36 -0.66 
Q31. LAC READSM 479 1 5 3.46 0.06 1.31 -0.20 -1.22 
Q46. LAC READASSG 495 1 8 3.24 0.07 1.46 1.35 1.41 
Q47. LAC PREPNOREAD 495 1 8 2.88 0.06 1.25 1.69 3.34 
Q52. EEE INTERNUPD 488 1 8 4.42 0.14 3.09 0.06 -1.77 
Q53. EEE COCURR 494 1 8 1.59 0.07 1.58 2.81 6.97 
Q58. EEE COMMUN 493 1 5 1.43 0.03 0.65 1.94 6.00 
Q59. LAC ENVSCHOL 490 1 7 1.39 0.03 0.71 3.02 14.66 
Q60. SCE ENVSUPORT 494 1 4 3.14 0.04 0.83 -0.62 -0.40 
Q61. EEE ENVDIVRS 488 1 4 2.61 0.04 0.90 -0.04 -0.79 
Q62. SCE ENVEMPLY 488 1 4 2.27 0.05 1.05 0.30 -1.10 
Q63. SCE ENVNACAD 490 1 4 2.18 0.04 0.92 0.42 -0.62 
Q64. SCE ENVSOCIAL 492 1 4 1.52 0.03 0.74 1.43 1.65 
Q67. EEE ENVCOMP 494 1 4 1.96 0.04 0.83 0.58 -0.21 
Q68. SCE ENVSTU 494 1 4 2.77 0.05 1.04 -0.29 -1.12 
Q69. SCE ENVFAC 494 1 7 5.63 0.06 1.33 -1.00 0.70 
Q70. SCE ENVADM 496 1 7 5.59 0.06 1.24 -0.91 0.79 
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Examination of the descriptive statistics for the benchmark items revealed that all items exhibit 
variability, with responses to all items covering the full range of the response categories (e.g., 1 
through 4 for a 4-point item). Variables were also examined for skew and kurtosis so that 
potentially problematic items could be identified. Bandalos and Finney (2010) suggest an 
absolute value of no greater than 2.0 for acceptable skew and an absolute value of no greater than 
7.0 for acceptable kurtosis. Any items with skew and kurtosis values that exceed these criteria 
may be problematic for the EFA, as outliers can affect EFA results. Items that have similar non-
normal distributions can show up as a distinct factor in EFA (Bandalos & Finney, 2010). Using 
these criteria, I flagged three items: 1) item 19 with a skew of 2.0; 2) item 52 with a skew of 2.8 
and a kurtosis of 7; and 3) item 58 which was most problematic with a skew of 3.0 and a kurtosis 
of 14.7. Item 53 was also borderline acceptable in terms of its skew and kurtosis (as well as its 
correlations with the other items, which is discussed later). These items were noted and kept in 
mind as the analysis proceeded and is addressed later in this chapter. 
Following this descriptive statistical analysis, I visually inspected the response 
distribution of the items by creating histograms for all benchmark items. Overall, most item 
response distributions were acceptable in terms of their shapes (i.e. normally distributed), 
although some skew and kurtosis were evident in the histograms (visually confirming the 
descriptive statistics). For example question 19, which asked the extent to which students worked 
with faculty on a research project, was visibly positively skewed, with most responses on the low 
end of the scale.  
Across all of the items, the amount of missing data was negligible, with responses to the 
benchmark items ranging from 482-496 (out of 496) participants. The most any item was 
missing was 2.2%, and 21 of the 36 items had a missing percentage of 1% or below. Because of 
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these small rates of missing data, I decided to use mean substitution to handle missing data for 
the factor analysis. This was done to allow for a larger sample size for the second research 
question. I also standardized the item response scores in SPSS for the items so they would be on 
the same scale (i.e., mean=0 and standard deviation=1). 
Correlation Analyses 
 Correlation analysis was used to determine the strength and direction of the relationships 
among the items within each of the hypothesized benchmark categories and between items in the 
different benchmark categories. Their relationships were examined using Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficients. For the purposes of this study, a correlation between .10 and .29 
in absolute value is considered weak; a correlation between .30 and .49 in absolute value is 
considered moderate; and a correlation between .50 and 1 in absolute value is considered strong 
(Pallant, 2007).  
The engagement dimensions are: a) active and collaborative learning (ACL); b) level of 
academic challenge (LAC); c) student-faculty interaction (SFI); d) enriching educational 
experiences (EEE); and e) supportive campus environment (SCE).  
Table 3 below presents the correlations among the active and collaborative learning 
(ACL) benchmark items. 
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Table 3 
Correlations among Active and Collaborative Learning (ACL) Items 
 
  1 2 3 4 
1 Q8 CLASSGRP 1 .20** .09* .04 
2 Q9 OCCGRP 
 
1 .15** -.01 
3 Q10 INTIDEAS 
  
1 .28** 
4 Q20 OCCIDEAS 
   
1 
Note. The Ns for the correlations in this benchmark ranged from 485 to 493. *p<.05. **p<.01. 
***p<.001. 
Within the ACL benchmark, the weakest correlation was -.01 and the strongest correlation was 
.28, with a mean and median correlation of .12. Overall, the items in this category do not 
correlate particularly well with each other. Two of the six correlations are not statistically 
different than zero. Three of the items in this category (8, 9, and 10) show weak positive 
correlations with one another, although these three items are not generally related to the fourth 
item (with the exception item 10). In inspecting the items substantively, the items in this 
benchmark ask students about their inclination to work together and share ideas while at the 
same time one item asks students to report the extent to which they integrate ideas 
independently. These seem to be measuring different behaviors. Items 8 and 9, which ask if 
students work with one another during class and outside of class, show a weak correlation with 
each other. Item 10 asks students to report the extent to which they synthesize concepts from 
different courses, while item 20 asks students to report the extent to which they discussed ideas 
from their readings or class with other students or family members. 
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Table 4 below presents the correlations among the Level of Academic Challenge (LAC) benchmark items. 
Table 4 
Correlations among Level of Academic Challenge (LAC) Items 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
1 Q17 WORKHARD 1 .22** .20** .24** .18** .21** .06 -.01 .32** .32** .39** 
2 Q25 ANALYZE 
 
1 .40** .42** .29** .07 .07 .04 .16** .09 .26** 
3 Q26 SYNTHESIZE 
  
1 .46*** .46** .11* .09* .06 .16** .08 .23** 
4 Q27 EVALUATE 
   
1 .39** .13** .03 .06 .15** .09* .24** 
5 Q28 APPLYING 
    
1 .10* .02 .12** .03 .07 .13** 
6 Q29 WRITEMOR 
     
1 .22** .00 .31** .27** .17** 
7 Q30 WRITEMED 
      
1 .17** .16** .21** .09* 
8 Q31 WRITESM 
       
1 .10* .17** .04 
9 Q46 READASSG 
        
1 .61** .39** 
10 Q47 PREPNOREAD 
         
1 .30** 
11 Q59 PROGEMPHSTUDY 
          
1 
Note. The Ns for the correlations in this benchmark ranged from 472 to 495. *p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. 
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Within the LAC benchmark, the minimum correlation is -.01 and the maximum correlation is 
.61, with a mean correlation of .19, and a median correlation of .16. The items in this 
engagement dimension show some correlations with one another. However, twelve of the 55 
correlations are not statistically different than zero. With some exception, items 30 and 31, which 
ask students to report on how many papers they wrote (between 5 and 19, or fewer than 5) are 
rarely correlated with the other items. The four items that asked respondents to report on how 
much their coursework emphasized analyzing, synthesizing, applying theories or evaluating 
concepts show small positive correlations with one another but show only smaller correlations 
with the rest of the items in the benchmark category. In addition, the items that ask respondents 
about their opinions of their master’s program or specific courses were more highly correlated 
with one another than with the other items. The strongest correlations were among items that 
asked about preparing for class, either reading or doing homework. One might have expected 
that the items that specifically asked about preparing for class would be more highly correlated 
with the items asking about the amount of writing, but they are not. 
Table 5 below presents the correlations among the Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) 
benchmark items. 
Table 5 
Correlations among Student Faculty Interaction (SFI) Items 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 
1 Q13 FACDISCUSS 1 .42** .48** .33** .22** .16** 
2 Q14 FACPLANS 
 
1 .49** .24** .41** .27** 
3 Q15 FACIDEAS 
  
1 .24** .33** .23** 
4 Q16 FACFEED 
   
1 .14** .04 
5 Q18 FACOTHER 
    
1 .46** 
6 Q19 FACRSRCH 
     
1 
Note. The Ns for the correlations in this benchmark ranged from 486 to 496. *p<.05. **p<.01. 
***p<.001. 
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The student-faculty interaction (SFI) benchmark shows promise as a possible engagement 
dimension for master’s students when the correlations are examined. Within the SFI benchmark, 
the minimum correlation is .04 and the maximum correlation is .50, with a mean and median 
correlation of .30. For the SFI items, only one of the 6 items (item 16) was not significantly 
correlated with the rest of the items. Item 16 asked students to report on the extent to which 
faculty provided prompt feedback on academic work. Otherwise, the items in this benchmark 
show moderate correlations with one another, which suggests that SFI might be a dimension of 
engagement for master’s students. 
Table 6 below presents the correlations among the Enriching Educational Experiences 
(EEE) benchmark items. 
Table 6 
Correlations among Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE) Items  
 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1 Q6 DIVCLASS 1 .26** .30** .19** .08 .14** .28** .73 
2 Q21 DIVERSTUD 
 
1 .65** .10* .13** .07 .35** .22** 
3 Q22 DIFFSTUD 
  
1 .08 .16** .14** .29** .15** 
4 Q52 INTERNUPD 
   
1 -.05 .02  .15** .02 
5 Q53 COCURR 
    
1 -13** -.00 .08 
6 Q58 COMMUN 
     
1 .00 .04 
7 Q61 ENVDIVRS 
      
1 .27** 
8 Q67 ENVCOMP 
       
1 
Note. The Ns for the correlations in this benchmark ranged from 485 to 495. *p<.05. **p<.01. 
***p<.001. 
On the whole, the items in the enriching educational experiences (EEE) benchmark category are 
not well correlated with one another. Within the EEE benchmark, the minimum correlation is -
.05 and the maximum correlation is .65, with a mean correlation of .16 and a median correlation 
of .14. Eight of the 28 correlations were not statistically different than zero. There are, however, 
some positive and sizeable correlations among the rest of the items. The correlation between 
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items 21 and 22 is large (.65); these items ask students the extent to which they had 
conversations with students of different races or belief systems. Most of the other correlations 
within this dimension are only small. The items that ask students to report on their actions, either 
at work, in school activities, or in the community, show a very small positive correlation with 
each other. While it is not yet clear that these items are measuring an engagement category for 
master’s students, it appears that a relationship between items pertaining to issues of diversity 
and difference exists and may reflect some kind of engagement dimension for master’s students.  
Table 7 below presents the correlations among the Supportive Campus Environment 
(SCE) benchmark items. 
Table 7 
Correlations among Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) Items 
 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 Q60 ENVSUPRT 1 .39** .41** .41** .28** .51** .26** 
2 Q62 ENVEMPLOY 
 
1 .47** .39** .22** .33** .18** 
3 Q63 ENVNACAD 
  
1 .42** .16** .31** .12* 
4 Q64 ENVSOCIAL 
   
1 .28** .33** .19** 
5 Q68 ENVSTU 
    
1 .39** .24** 
6 Q69 ENVFAC 
     
1 .40** 
7 Q70 ENVADM 
      
1 
Note. The Ns for the correlations in this benchmark ranged from 484 to 496. *p<.05. **p<.01. 
***p<.001. 
As Table 7 shows, items within the supportive campus environment (SCE) benchmark category 
clearly exhibit positive correlations with one another. Within the SCE benchmark, the minimum 
correlation is .11 and the maximum correlation is .51, with a mean correlation of .32 and a 
median correlation of .33. All of the items in this benchmark category were significantly 
correlated with each other. The four items that ask students to respond regarding how well their 
master’s program provided support and assistance (items 60-64) were more highly correlated 
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with one another than with the other items. Of the three items that asked students to respond on 
the quality of relationships within their program, item 69, which asked students to report on their 
relationships with faculty in the program, was more strongly correlated with the other items than 
were items 68 and 70, which asked students to report on their relationships with peers and 
administrators. It is worth reiterating that the items all positively correlate to one another, which 
may indicate the presence of an engagement dimension for master’s students. 
 In addition to looking at the correlations among the items within each benchmark, I also 
looked at correlations between the items from different benchmarks. While it is difficult to make 
sense of all the correlations across all benchmarks and items (since there are so many), one might 
expect that sample correlations among the items within each benchmark would be larger than the 
sample correlations of items across different benchmarks. Table 8 provides a summary of the 
correlations among the items across all benchmark categories. Logically, if the five hypothesized 
engagement dimensions are real and distinct, one would expect higher correlations within a 
benchmark than across benchmarks. 
Table 8 
 
Summary of Correlations Across Benchmarks 
 
Benchmark pair Min Max M Median SD 
EEE-ACL -0.07 0.37 0.11 0.10 0.11 
EEE-SFI -0.07 0.34 0.14 0.13 0.09 
EEE-LAC -0.10 0.26 0.10 0.10 0.08 
EEE-SCE -0.06 0.48 0.13 0.11 0.12 
ACL-SFI -0.07 0.33 0.12 0.13 0.12 
ACL-LAC -0.08 0.31 0.11 0.12 0.10 
ACL-SCE -0.05 0.20 0.11 0.12 0.06 
SFI-LAC -0.06 0.31 0.12 0.12 0.08 
SFI-SCE -0.02 0.35 0.14 0.12 0.09 
LAC-SCE -0.10 0.32 0.10 0.10 0.09 
 
As Table 8 indicates, the correlations across benchmark categories are weaker than the 
correlations within the benchmarks, which were presented earlier. The mean correlations across 
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all benchmark pairs ranged from .10 to .14, and were lower than the correlations among the 
items within four of the five benchmark categories (which ranged from .16 to .32). The exception 
was the active and collaborative learning (ACL) benchmark which had a within-benchmark 
mean correlation of .12. From the summary data there is some indication that there may be 
distinct engagement dimensions for master’s students, but factor analysis is needed as a more 
thorough analysis to determine if there are dimensions of engagement. Rather than examining 
each benchmark separately, factor analysis considers all of the benchmark items at the same time 
and it only considers the part of each item that has something in common with the other items. 
This is something that correlational analysis alone will not do. 
Preliminary Reliability Analysis 
 Before proceeding with the factor analysis, this study investigated the reliability of the 
items comprising each of the hypothesized engagement benchmarks in master’s students. While 
my research question is about the validity and internal structure of the instrument, a thorough 
investigation of its psychometric properties should include the examination of internal 
consistency as well.  
Through reliability analysis I looked at the reliability of each benchmark set of items, and 
also all of the items considered together, using Cronbach’s Alpha. During these reliability 
analyses, I also requested that SPSS compute the corrected item-total correlation for each item, 
which is the correlation of each item with the rest, and the reliability estimate if each item was 
removed from the analysis. These figures inform understanding of how much each item has in 
common with the others and whether the item contributes to or detracts from reliability.  
The overall reliability for the active and collaborative learning (ACL) benchmark 
category was poor, with Cronbach’s Alpha for the ACL items at .36, which is well below the 
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accepted reliability level of .7. Table 9 provides the corrected item-total correlations and 
reliability estimates for items in the ACL benchmark. 
Table 9 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Active and Collaborative 
Learning (ACL) Items 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if Item 
Deleted 
Q8 CLASSGRP .16 .33 
Q9 OCCGRP .17 .32 
Q10 INTIDEAS .28 .19 
Q20 OCCIDEAS .16 .33 
 
As can be seen in Table 9, only one of the items had a corrected item-total correlation above the 
minimally accepted level of .20, and at .28 that correlation was still rather low. All other items in 
this benchmark category had item-total correlations below .17. Removing none of the items 
would have increased reliability, as may be expected with so few items in the ACL scale. 
The overall Cronbach’s Alpha for the level of academic challenge (LAC) items was 
below the accepted reliability level at .66. Table 10 provides the corrected item-total correlations 
and reliability estimates for items in the LAC benchmark. 
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Table 10 
 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Level of Academic Challenge 
(LAC) Items 
 
 
 
 
Correted 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if Item 
Deleted 
Q17 WORKHARD 0.36 0.63 
Q25 ANALYZE 0.42 0.61 
Q26 SYNTHESIZE 0.48 0.60 
Q27 EVALUATE 0.47 0.60 
Q28 APPLYING 0.41 0.61 
Q29 WRITEMOR 0.23 0.65 
Q30 WRITEMED 0.19 0.66 
Q31 WRITESML 0.11 0.68 
Q59 ENVSCHOL 0.36 0.62 
 
As indicated in Table 10, all but two of the individual items (items 30 and 31) are correlated with 
the rest above .2. Items 30 and 31 are correlated with the rest at .19 and .11, respectively. The 
Cronbach’s Alpha shows stability, with reliability estimates ranging from .60 to .68 when each 
of the items is removed. The increase in reliability that would occur with the removal of item 31 
was negligible (from .66 to .68). Regardless, this item was flagged as potentially problematic for 
measurement. 
Cronbach’s Alpha for the enriching educational experiences (EEE) items was .60, which 
is below the accepted reliability level of .7. Table 11 provides the corrected item-total 
correlations and reliability estimates for items in the EEE benchmark. 
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Table 11 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Enriching Educational 
Experiences (EEE) Items 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if Item 
Deleted 
Q6 DIVCLASS 0.37 0.54 
Q21 DIVRSTUD 0.52 0.50 
Q22 DIFFSTUD 0.51 0.50 
Q52 INTERNUPD 0.13 0.62 
Q53 COCURR 0.12 0.62 
Q58 COMMUN 0.16 0.61 
Q61 ENVDIVRS 0.39 0.54 
Q67 ENVCOMP 0.24 0.58 
 
As can be seen in Table 11, five of the eight items had corrected item-total correlations of above 
.2. Three of the items, 52, 53, and 58, correlated between .12 and .16 with the rest of the items 
and are thus share less in common with the other items. This is supported by the fact that the 
overall Cronbach’s Alpha would increase when those items are removed. These items were 
therefore flagged as potentially problematic in terms of measurement. 
The items in the student-faculty interaction (SFI) benchmark category are considered 
adequately reliable. Cronbach’s Alpha for the SFI items was .72 which is above the accepted 
reliability level of .7. Table 12 provides the corrected item-total correlations and reliability 
estimates for items in the SFI benchmark. 
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Table 12 
 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Student-Faculty Interaction 
(SFI) Items 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if Item 
Deleted 
Q13 FACCDISCUSS 0.49 0.67 
Q14 FACPLANS 0.57 0.64 
Q15 FACIDEAS 0.55 0.65 
Q16 FACFEED 0.28 0.73 
Q18 FACOTHER 0.48 0.67 
Q19 FACRESRCH 0.30 0.71 
 
As indicated in Table 12 above, the corrected item-total correlations range between .28 and .52. 
The overall reliability estimate does not change in a substantial way when any of the items are 
removed, however it would go up slightly with the removal of item 16 and thus this item was 
flagged.  
Responses within the supportive campus environment (SCE) benchmark items are 
consistent with a Cronbach’s Alpha of .76. Table 13 provides corrected item-total correlations 
and reliability estimates for items in the SCE benchmark. 
Table 13 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Supportive Campus 
Environment (SCE) Items  
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if Item 
Deleted 
Q60 ENVSUPRT 0.58 0.71 
Q62 ENVEMPLY 0.51 0.73 
Q63 ENVNACAD 0.48 0.74 
Q64 ENVSOCIAL 0.51 0.73 
Q68 ENVSTU 0.39 0.75 
Q69 ENVFAC 0.58 0.71 
Q70 ENVADM 0.33 0.77 
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As indicated in Table 13 above, individual items were related to one another, with item-total 
correlations ranging from .33 on the low end to .58 on the high end. Major changes to reliability 
would not be observed with the removal of any of the items; however, it would increase slightly 
with the removal of item 70. The reliability of these items could signify a possible benchmark 
dimension for master’s students, however it could also reflect a general engagement dimension. 
As the reader will recall, the NSSE, as reported in the Psychometric Profile also used 
Cronbach’s Alpha to estimate the internal consistency of the benchmark items (NSSE, 2011). 
Table 14 compares the NSSE internal consistency estimates by benchmark for seniors at a major 
research institution of higher education (n=1026) with the MSSE internal consistency reliability 
estimates from this study with master’s students. 
Table 14 
Comparison of NSSE (2011) Reliability Estimates with Reliability Estimates from Present Study 
Benchmark 
Dimension 
NSSE 
Senior 
Cronbach’s 
α 
MSSE 
Cronbach's 
α 
Level of Academic Challenge (LAC) .77 .66 
Active and Collaborative Learning (ACL) .67 .36 
Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) .74 .72 
Enriching Educational Experiences (EEE) .66 .60 
Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) .80 .76 
 
As Table 14 indicates, the MSSE internal consistency estimates differ somewhat from those of 
the NSSE. While the reliability estimates in the active and collaborative learning (ACL) 
benchmark differ quite a bit (.67 versus .36), other benchmarks show slight differences between 
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the NSSE and MSSE reliability estimates. Across both studies, the SFI and SCE benchmarks 
show acceptable internal consistency. The reliability of enriching educational experiences (EEE) 
benchmark is less than acceptable for both the NSSE and the MSSE. The reliability of the level 
of academic challenge (LAC) benchmark was acceptable for the NSSE but not the MSSE. 
The overall Cronbach’s Alpha for all benchmark items is .84 which is considered 
reliable. Table 15 contains the corrected item-total correlations and reliability estimates for all 
benchmark items when analyzed together. 
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Table 15 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for All Benchmark Items  
Item 
and 
Benchmark 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if 
Item 
Deleted 
 
Item and  
Benchmark 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if 
Item 
Deleted 
Q6. EEE  0.34 0.84 
 
Q29. LAC  0.18 0.84 
Q8. ACL  0.17 0.84 
 
Q30. LAC  0.22 0.84 
Q9. ACL 0.12 0.84 
 
Q31. LAC 0.14 0.84 
Q10. ACL  0.39 0.85 
 
Q46. LAC  0.29 0.85 
Q13. SFI  0.43 0.84 
 
Q47. LAC  0.31 0.84 
Q14. SFI  0.42 0.84 
 
Q52. EEE  0.05 0.85 
Q15. SFI 0.38 0.83 
 
Q53. EEE  0.20 0.84 
Q16. SFI 0.37 0.84 
 
Q58. EEE  0.13 0.84 
Q17. LAC  0.41 0.84 
 
Q59. LAC  0.36 0.84 
Q18. SFI  0.32 0.84 
 
Q60. SCE  0.53 0.83 
Q19. SFI  0.19 0.84 
 
Q61. EEE 0.42 0.84 
Q20. ACL  0.44 0.84 
 
Q62. SCE  0.37 0.84 
Q21. EEE  0.46 0.83 
 
Q63. SCE  0.34 0.84 
Q22. EEE  0.45 0.84 
 
Q64. SCE  0.39 0.84 
Q25 LAC  0.38 0.84 
 
Q67. EEE  0.31 0.84 
Q26. LAC  0.44 0.84 
 
Q68. SCE  0.28 0.84 
Q27. LAC 0.41 0.84 
 
Q69. SCE  0.42 0.84 
Q28. LAC 0.46 0.83 
 
Q70. SCE  0.32 0.84 
 
As Table 15 indicates, items 19, 52, and 58 had the lowest corrected item-total correlations. Yet 
even when any of these items are removed, the overall reliability estimate remains essentially 
unchanged. 
 This section culminates with a summary of those items that I deemed potentially 
problematic for the factor analysis and in terms of measurement quality (e.g., contribution to 
reliability). For these items, the descriptive statistics, the correlation analysis, or the reliability 
analysis, or some combination of the three, made me question the extent to which they would 
contribute to the measurement of engagement, and would be appropriate for factor analysis. 
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Table 16 
 Potentially Problematic Items for Measurement and Factor Analysis 
Item Benchmark 
Range of correlations 
with other items in the 
benchmark 
Skew Kurtosis 
Change in 
Cronbach’s 
α if item 
removed 
Q19 FACRESRCH SFI .04 to .46 2.00 3.70 Decrease .01 
Q52 INTERNUPD EEE -.05 to .19 2.80 7.00 Increase .02 
Q58 COMMUN EEE -.13 to .14 3.00 14.70 Increase .01 
Q53 COCURR EEE -.13 to .16 1.90 6.00 Increase .01 
Note. SFI = Student-Faculty Interaction. EEE = Enriching Educational Experiences.  
Question 19, which regards research with faculty, is possibly problematic for the student-
faculty interaction benchmark, a benchmark that otherwise has acceptable correlations among the 
items and reliability. While its item-total correlation was acceptable, this item shows only small 
correlations with some of the other items in the benchmark, and is on the cusp of concern in 
terms of its skew. Questions 52 and 58, which regard an unpaid internship and participation in 
community organizations respectively, are likewise troubling within the enriching educational 
experiences benchmark as each was flagged for their small or sometimes negative correlations 
with the other items in the benchmark, skew, kurtosis, and relatively small corrected item-total 
correlations. Given the corrected item-total correlations, these two items may not contribute 
much to the measurement of the hypothesized enriching educational experiences engagement 
dimension. I also flagged question 53, which regards co-curricular activities, as potentially 
troubling as it shows weak correlations with the other items, borderline acceptable skew and 
kurtosis and a fairly small corrected item-total correlation. While these three enriching 
educational experiences benchmark items were flagged during the present study,  the EEE 
benchmark dimension does exhibit some strong positive correlations among the items, 
specifically between the two items pertaining to serious conversations around diversity issues.  
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Overall, the previous review of the descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and 
reliability analysis for the benchmark items helped to identify those items that might be 
problematic for the measurement of engagement or for exploratory factor analysis, which is 
presented in the next section. While these analyses flagged some items as potentially concerning, 
ultimately I ran the initial factor analysis on all of the items. However, the information gleaned 
through the previous analyses was helpful in interpreting the results of the factor analysis. 
Exploratory Factor Analysis 
Thirty-six items were initially submitted to the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 
procedure. Prior to conducting the EFA, I evaluated the suitability of the data for EFA with 
respect to sample size. While there is little agreement among authors as to how large a sample 
needs to be for EFA, Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) recommend at least 300 cases. In this study, 
36 items were analyzed through EFA with a sample size of 496, which is an adequately large 
sample to proceed with EFA for this exploratory study.  
As described earlier in Table 8, the summary of correlations within and among 
benchmark items showed a number of correlation coefficients above .3 for many of the items, 
which is helpful in determining the suitability of the data set for EFA. The Bartlett’s Test of 
Sphericity and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy are both 
generated by SPSS to help assess the appropriateness of EFA for one’s data. Bartlett’s Test of 
Sphericity should be significant (р < .05) for EFA to be used. The KMO index, which ranges 
from 0 to 1, should be above .66 which is considered the minimally acceptable level to conduct 
EFA (Pallant, 2007).  
The KMO index for the data set is .818, indicating that the data is appropriate to proceed 
with EFA. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was significant,   (df=630) = 4325.78, p < .001. As such 
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I will reject the null hypothesis for this test that the correlation matrix is an identity matrix (no 
correlations among items) and conclude that there are sufficient correlations among the items to 
proceed with EFA. 
I also had to decide the number of factors to extract from the data for the EFA. Keiser’s 
criterion is a common rule used to decide the number of factors to retain (Pallant, 2007). By this 
criterion, factors with eigenvalues above 1 are retained. An eigenvalue of greater than 1 means 
that the factor represents at least one item worth of variance. For this study, after initially 
allowing SPSS to extract factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 (Kaiser’s criterion), I decided to 
extract only 5 factors based on the scree plot (presented later), the percent of variance explained 
by the factors, and importantly, the fact that I was testing whether or not there were 5 dimensions 
of engagement reflected in the data. I also explored and report later the results of EFAs that 
hypothesized different numbers of factors underlying the data (between one and 11 factors).  
The results of the exploratory factor analysis for the five factor structure that will be 
presented employed a Promax rotation. Promax rotation is an oblique rotation which means that 
the factors can be correlated. This study was grounded in a theoretical framework that says the 
engagement dimensions will be correlated, so I used an oblique rotation to test this theory. 
Initially I tried to use Direct Oblimin as a method for the oblique rotation but there was a 
convergence issue with the data. This suggested a possible problem with the data or might have 
been a result of the large number of variables given the sample size. Because of this, I decided to 
use the Promax rotation to obtain an oblique solution, as Promax is also commonly used and 
works particularly well with a large number of variables and sample size because it is 
computationally simpler. 
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Until the factors are rotated, it is often difficult to interpret the factors with respect to the 
factor loadings. Prior to conducting the oblique rotated solution, I conducted an unrotated factor 
analysis in SPSS but it was not easily interpretable. The unrotated solution showed only two 
possible factors, and the first factor included items from all five hypothesized benchmark 
dimensions. It appeared that this factor represented some kind of general engagement factor, but 
it did not correspond to any particular benchmark. The second factor was difficult to interpret 
because some items loaded positively and some items loaded negatively which was unexpected. 
Therefore, the Promax oblique rotation was conducted to help make the factors more 
interpretable.  
Principal axis factoring (i.e., factor analysis) was used instead of principal components 
analysis (PCA) because the former is more useful for examining the internal structure of an 
instrument. Whereas PCA reduces a set of variables to a set of uncorrelated factors, factors 
generated through principal axis factoring can be either correlated or uncorrelated. Tabachnick 
and Fidell (2007) suggest that “if you are interested in a theoretical solution uncontaminated by 
unique and error variability…[factor analysis] is your choice. If on the other hand you simply 
want an empirical summary of the data set, PCA is the better choice” (p. 635). Because prior 
theory says that the engagement factors are correlated and the MSSE internal structure is of 
theoretical interest, factor analysis is more appropriate for this study. 
Table 17 below presents the initial and extracted communalities for the five factor 
Promax solution. An initial communality is the amount of variance of a particular item that is 
explained by the other items, and lets one know how much each item has in common with the 
rest of the items. MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, and Hong (1999) suggest that .5 is considered a 
moderate communality, with .8 or above considered high.  
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Table 17 
Communalities for Benchmark Items for the Five Factor Solution 
 Initial Extraction 
Q6. EEE DIVCLASS .32 .25 
Q8. ACL CLASSGRP .21 .07 
Q9. ACL OCCGRP .25 .05 
Q10. ACL INTIDEAS  .31 .24 
Q13 .SFI FACDISCUSS .40 .39 
Q14. SFI FACPLANS .41 .46 
Q15. SFI FACIDEAS .43 .54 
Q16. SFI FACFEED .29 .25 
Q17. LAC WORKHARD .33 .31 
Q18. SFI FACOTHER .42 .41 
Q19. SFI FACRESRCH .26 .22 
Q20. ACL OCCIDEAS .31 .29 
Q21. EEE DIVERSTUD .54 .51 
Q22. EEE DIFFSTUD .54 .50 
Q25. LAC ANALYZE .34 .37 
Q26. LAC SYNTHESIZE .40 .43 
Q27. LAC EVALUATE .39 .46 
Q28. LAC APPLYING  .38 .30 
Q29. LAC WRITEMOR .24 .20 
Q30. LAC WRITEMED .17 .12 
Q31. LAC WRITESML .14 .05 
Q46. LAC READASSG .50 .58 
Q47. LAC PREPNOREAD .47 .57 
Q52. EEE INTERNUPD .15 .08 
Q53. EEE COCURR .20 .15 
Q58. EEE COMMUM .13 .06 
Q59. LAC ENVSCHOL .31 .30 
Q60. SCE ENVSUPRT .53 .56 
Q61. EEE ENVDIVRS .44 .44 
Q62. SCE ENVEMPLOY .39 .38 
Q63. SCE ENVNACAD .38 .33 
Q64. SCE ENVSOCIAL .35 .36 
Q67. EEE ENVCOMP .19 .16 
Q68. SCE ENVSTU .25 .20 
Q69. SCE ENVFAC .46 .47 
Q70. LAC ENVADM .30 .23 
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Upon inspection none of the initial item communalities are high, eight items are quite low (less 
than .2), and most show moderate initial communality values. This means that some of the items 
do not share much variance in common with the other items.  
 The extraction column in Table 17 above represents the amount of variance in each item 
that is explained by the five factors that I have extracted. Extracted communalities for items 52, 
53, and 58, are .075, .146, and .057 respectively, which confirms earlier suspicions that they do 
not contribute much to the five-factor internal structure. Items 8 and 9 and items 30 and 31 also 
have low extraction communalities, indicating that the five factors that were extracted are not 
very well accounting for those items. 
Table 18 below shows the five-factor rotated Promax solution. 
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Table 18 
Rotated Factor Solution (Promax)  
Factor 
Initial Eigenvalues 
Extraction Sums of Squared 
Loadings Rotation Sums of 
Squared 
Loadings Total 
% of 
Variance 
Cumulative 
% 
Total 
% of 
Variance 
Cumulative 
% 
1 6.18 17.17 17.17 5.60 15.45 15.45 3.99 
2 2.72 7.56 24.73 2.11 5.86 21.31 3.96 
3 2.02 5.60 30.33 1.40 3.92 25.23 3.71 
4 1.79 4.97 35.30 1.20 3.28 28.51 2.50 
5 1.67 4.64 39.94 1.00 2.79 31.29 1.77 
6 1.41 3.93 43.86 - - - - 
7 1.26 3.49 47.35 - - - - 
8 1.17 3.24 50.59 - - - - 
9 1.14 3.18 53.77 - - - - 
10 1.13 3.13 56.90 - - - - 
11 1.05 2.91 59.80 - - - - 
Note. Only factors with initial eigenvalues above 1.0 are shown. 
Table 18 shows the eigenvalues for each factor and the total percent of variance that is explained 
by each. As seen in Table 18, the five factors extracted explained 31.29% of the variance in the 
items, and all five factors have eigenvalues of 1 or higher. The amount of variance explained by 
the five factors ranged from 15.45 to 2.79. The sometimes-small amount of variance explained 
by the factors, coupled with fairly low/moderate extraction communalities, does not seem to 
imply a particularly strong five factor structure. 
The scree plot below, Figure 2, graphs the eigenvalues and is ordinarily used to help 
determine the number of factors to extract. This was the scree plot that was used earlier, in part, 
to determine how many factors to extract from SPSS. 
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Figure 2 
Scree Plot of the Factor Eigenvalues 
 
 
As can be seen in the scree plot, there clearly appears to be two distinct factors and even 
as many as three more for a total of five possible factors. It is difficult to determine exactly 
where the factors drop appreciably in terms of their eigenvalues, but it appears to be between 
factors five and six. There is a reference line in the scree plot indicating this drop. Thus, I 
extracted five factors for initial analysis and reporting purposes. This decision was also 
supported by the desire to test a five-factor theory of the MSSE’s internal structure. While the 
first five factors clearly stand out from the rest, the scree plot also suggests that there may even 
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be additional factors underlying these data (as many as eleven have eigenvalues of one or larger); 
thus these factor structures are explored later. 
Table 19 presents the structure matrix for the five factor Promax solution which contains 
the correlation between each variable and factor. 
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Table 19 
Rotated Factor Structure Matrix (Promax) 
  Factor 
1 2 3 4 5 
Q60. SCE ENVSUPRT .73 .42 .38   
Q69. SCE ENVFAC .65 .34 .33   
Q61. EEE ENVDIVRS .61    .32 
Q62. SCE ENVEMPLY .60     
Q64. SCE ENVSOCIAL .59     
Q63. SCE ENVNACAD .56     
Q68. SCE ENVSTU .44     
Q16. SFI FACFEED .41 .40 .35   
Q67. EEE EMVCOMP  .30 .36   
Q70. SCE ENVADM      
Q8. ACL CLASSGRP      
Q9. ACL OCCGRP      
Q27. LAC EVALUATE  .67    
Q26. LAC SYNTHESIZE  .65    
Q25. LAC ANALYZE  .58    
Q28. LAC APPLYING .35 .52    
Q10. ACL INTIDEAS  .45 .32   
Q20. ACL OCCIDEAS  .44 .43   
Q15. SFI FACIDEAS   .72   
Q14. SFI FACPLANS   .65   
Q13. SFI FACDISCUSS  .45 .60   
Q18. SFI FACOTHER   .55  .36 
Q19. SFI FACRESEARCH   .40   
Q46. LAC READASSG    .76  
Q47. LAC PREPNOREAD    .75  
Q59. LAC ENVSCHOL  .37  .48  
Q17. LAC WORKHARD  .40 .35 .45  
Q29. LAC WRITEMOR    .41  
Q53. EEE COCURR      
Q30. LAC WRITEMED      
Q58. EEE COMMUN      
Q31. LAC WRITESML  .31 .33   
Q21. EEE DIVERSTUD  .35 .39  .65 
Q22. EEE DIFFFSTUD     .63 
Q6. EEE DIVCLASS  .36   .37 
Q52. EEE INTERNUPD      
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As indicated in Table 19 above, the Promax rotated solution shows that groups of items cluster 
around each of the five factors, with structure coefficients above .3. Coefficients less than .3 
were intentionally omitted. Twenty-nine of the 36 items load on a particular factor above .3. 
Nine items load positively on factor one, a factor that appears to measure a supportive campus 
environment as those items pertain to the expectations of the program to provide support for 
students to succeed academically (question 60, the highest structure coefficient for this factor at 
.73), develop relationships with faculty (question 69, loading at .65), encourage contact among 
students from different backgrounds (item 61, loading at .61), succeed in a job search (item 62, 
loading at .60), provide a social environment for students (question 64, loading at .59), help in 
non-academic areas (item 63, loading at .56), and develop relationships with other students 
(question 68, loading at .44). Six of the nine items with high positive loadings come from the 
supportive campus environment benchmark. Item 61 (from the enriching educational experiences 
benchmark) asks students to report the extent to which their program encourages contact among 
students from different backgrounds and loads fairly high at .61,  which seems to fit well within 
this particular factor. 
Factor two has fourteen items loading positively above .3, four of which are from the 
level of academic challenge benchmark (items 25 through 28) and ask students to report on the 
rigor of the curriculum (how much coursework emphasizes analyzing, evaluating, synthesizing, 
and applying theories). One other item from the level of academic challenge benchmark loads on 
this factor, and asks students about faculty expectations in determining how hard they will work. 
Two additional items from the active and collaborative learning benchmark load on factor two 
also; item 10 asks the extent to which students put together concepts or ideas from different 
courses and item 20 asks the extent to which students discuss ideas outside of class with friends 
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and family members. While these items do not load as strongly (.45 and .44 respectively) as the 
level of academic challenge items, a case might be made for the inclusion of item 10 in a factor 
that measures academic rigor because integration is a higher-order cognitive outcome. One item, 
13, which asks students how much they discuss assignments with faculty members, also loads 
weakly on this factor at .45. It is worth reiterating that these loadings were fairly low.  
Also loading on the second factor are several items asking about time studying and 
relationships within the program. Item 59, loading at .37 asks the amount of time students spend 
studying or on academic work, item 60 which asks about the quality of relationships with faculty 
(loading at .34), item 31 which asks about written work of 5 pages or less, and the items which 
ask about diverse conversations and class discussions (item 21 at .31 and item 6 at .36). It is 
important to note that items 16, 17, 21, 59, 67, and 69 also load higher on other factors.  
Of the twelve items loading above .3 on factor three, six are from the student-faculty 
interaction benchmark and the others all load higher on other factors. These include item 60 
(helping students succeed academically) which loads at .38, item 69 (quality of relationships 
with faculty) which loads at .33, item 16 (receiving prompt feedback from faculty) which loads 
at .35, item 67 (using computers in academic work) which loads at .36, item 10 (integrating 
concepts from different courses) which loads at .32 and item 17 (working hard to meet faculty 
expectations) which loads at .35. As previously described, item 20 also loaded on factor two, but 
much its loading on factor three the item’s loading on factor two is relatively weak at .44. Item 
17 likewise loaded on factor two at .40 (and as will be seen it also loaded on factor four).  
Factor four has five items with loadings above .3, all from the level of academic 
challenge benchmark. This is the second factor with items loading on it from the level of 
academic challenge benchmark, though these items are distinct from factor two in that they ask 
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students about how much reading they do (item 46, loading at .76), how much preparation they 
do other than reading (item 47, loading at .75) and how much their program emphasizes 
preparation (item 59, loading at .48). Question 17 (working hard to meet faculty expectations) 
which also loaded on factor two has a somewhat stronger loading on factor four at .45.  
Finally, factor five has five items that load on it: Items 21 and 22 (loading at .60 and .57 
respectively), both of which ask students how often they have had serious conversations with 
people who are different than they in terms of their race/ethnicity or belief systems; item 18 
(loading at .36) which asks if students have worked with faculty on activities other than 
coursework; item 6 (loading at .33) which asks the extent to which students incorporated diverse 
perspectives in class; and item 61 (loading at .32), which asks students the extent to which their 
program encourages contact among students from different backgrounds. 
 Table 20 shows the regression coefficients for each item when each factor is predicted 
from all of the items. The pattern matrix then shows the unique relationship between each item 
and the factor, while accounting for all other items, much like in multiple regression analysis. 
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Table 20 
Rotated Factor Pattern Matrix (Promax) 
  
Factor 
1 2 3 4 5 
Q60. SCE ENVSUPRT .67         
Q64. SCE ENVSOCIAL .63         
Q61. EEE ENVDIVRS .63         
Q62. SCE ENVEMPLOY .61         
Q69. SCE ENVFAC .61         
Q63. SCE ENVACAD .57         
Q68. SCE ENVSTU .47         
Q67. EEE ENVCOMP .35         
Q8. ACL CLASSGRP           
Q70. SCE ENVADM           
Q16. SFI FACFEED             
Q9. ACL OCCGRP           
Q27. LAC EVALUATE   .74       
Q26. LAC SYNTHESIZE   .70       
Q25. LAC ANALYZE   .65       
Q28. LAC APPLYING   .49       
Q10. ACL INTIDEAS    .39       
Q20. ACL OCCIDEAS    .32       
Q58. EEE COMMUN           
Q15. SFI FACIDEAS     .75     
Q14. SFI FACPLANS     .66     
Q18. SFI FACOTHER     .60     
Q13.SFI FACDISCUSS     .52     
Q19. SFI FACRESRCH     .49     
Q47. LAC PREPNOREAD       .78   
Q46. LAC READASSG       .75   
Q59. LAC ENVSCHOL       .41   
Q29. LAC WRITEMOR       .35   
Q17. LAC WORKHARD       .35   
Q30. LAC WRITEMD           
Q53. EEE COCURR           
Q31. LAC WRITESML           
Q21. EEE DIVRSTUD         .60 
Q22. EEE DIFFSTUD         .57 
Q6. EEE DIVCLASS    .31     .33 
Q52. EEE INTERNUPD           
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The pattern matrix shows five factors that appear to be clearly defined, with 27 items loading 
above .3 and only one item loading on more than one factor. Nine items do not load above .3 on 
any of the five factors.  
For the first factor, eight of the items had pattern coefficients of greater than .3, six of 
which were from the supportive campus environment benchmark. As previously discussed in the 
Promax structure matrix in Table 19, the two items that were not from the SCE benchmark that 
loaded on factor one above .3 (items 61 and 67, both from the enriching educational experiences 
benchmark) fit naturally with the rest of the items, all of which asked about the overall 
environment for master’s students. Item 61 asked the extent to which the master’s program 
encouraged contact among students from different backgrounds while item 67 asked about the 
extent to which the master’s program emphasized using computers in academic work.  
Factor two has seven items, four of which are from the level of academic challenge 
benchmark—with pattern coefficients ranging from.74 (question 27) to .49 (question 28)—and 
two of which are from the active and collaborative learning benchmark—with pattern 
coefficients of .39 (question 10) and .32 (question 20). While these loadings are relatively weak, 
they seem to fit with the other items loading on this factor, which ask about the intellectual 
engagement of the curriculum. Item 10 asks about the extent to which students put together 
concepts from different courses when completing assignments, while item 20 asks the extent to 
which students discuss ideas outside of class.  
Factor three has five items from the student-faculty interaction benchmark that load 
above .3, all of which ask students about their interactions with faculty. Three of the items load 
fairly high on this factor, item 15 (loading at .75) which asks students if they discuss ideas from 
their classes with a faculty member, item 14 (loading at .66) which asks students if they talk 
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about career plans with a faculty member, and question 13 which asks if students have discussed 
assignments with a faculty member. Item 19, which asks if students have worked with a faculty 
member on a research project, show the weakest loading of the four items at .49.  
Factor four has five items that load above .3 (item 47 at .78, item 46 at .75, item 59 at .41, 
item 29 at .35 and item 17 at .35) all of which are from the level of academic challenge 
benchmark. Moreover, all of these items are about academic preparation – time spent reading 
course materials, time preparing for class, the extent to which the master’s program emphasizes 
preparation, the amount of writing, and the extent to which students work hard to meet faculty 
expectations.  
Finally, factor five has three items from the enriching educational experiences benchmark 
that load above .3. Two of the items (item 21 loading at .60 and item 22 loading at .57) ask 
students about the extent to which they had “serious conversations” with students from different 
races/ethnicities and belief systems. Item 6 asks students to what extent they included diverse 
perspectives in class discussions or reading assignments. A dimension that captures items around 
diversity seems to have emerged here.  
 Some items that did not load above .3 on any the five factors were not strongly 
contributing to the measurement of a dimension. For the purpose of research question two and 
generating factor scores, I left these items in as this study seeks to replicate the NSSE as much as 
possible. 
What is notable in the pattern matrix is that the level of academic challenge benchmark 
items broke out and loaded on two distinct factors, the first being academic rigor (factor two) and 
the second being academic preparation (factor four). This may mean that for master’s students, 
the challenge of the academic program and the time spent preparing for class are two different 
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facets of engagement and should be considered as separate dimensions. As for factor five, which 
appears to measure some kind of diversity dimension, it is not clear if a factor emerges because 
the questions are about conversations about diverse viewpoints (with peers and in class 
discussions) or because it is a distinct diversity-related experience dimension that helps describe 
the master’s student experience. While item 6 loaded weakly on this factor, it does align with the 
broader diversity-related interpretation. It is worth exploring as a distinct dimension for master’s 
students for the second research question, so for that reason I will include it as a possible factor 
in this exploratory study, even though it is largely defined by three items. Future research could 
explore whether the factor is best thought of in terms of discussions around diversity issues, or a 
broader diversity-related dimension of the master’s student experience.  
 Nine items do not feature pattern coefficients above .3, and these include items 8 (worked 
with classmates during class), 9 (worked with classmates outside of class), 16 (feedback from 
faculty), 30 (written papers between 5 and 19 pages), 31(written papers fewer than 5 pages) , 52 
(working at an unpaid internship), 53 (co-curricular involvement), 58 (participating in the 
broader community), and 70 (relationships with administrators). This suggests that many of the 
items on the MSSE (about 30%) do not contribute to the sound measurement of an engagement 
dimension.  
While there are some similarities between the five factors that emerged from the MSSE 
and the hypothesized five factors from the NSSE, the exploratory factor analysis of the MSSE 
suggests some differences between the MSSE and the NSSE with respect to their internal 
structure.  To aid in the interpretation of the MSSE dimensions, it is suggested that the reader 
refer to Appendix D, which includes the items, variable name, and full question for each of the 
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engagement dimensions. The five factors that emerged from the analysis, and their new 
corresponding dimension name, are presented in Table 21 below.  
Table 21 
Engagement Dimensions for the MSSE 
Factor MSSE Engagement Dimension Name 
1 Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) 
2 Level of Intellectual Engagement (LIE) 
3 Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) 
4 Level of Academic Preparation (LAP) 
5 Experiences of Campus Diversity (ECD) 
 
As Table 21 indicates, two of the benchmark dimensions will keep their NSSE benchmark label, 
supportive campus environment (SCE) and student-faculty interaction (SFI). This is not 
surprising as items in these two dimensions were clustered together consistently in the earlier 
presentation of the correlation matrices, reliability analyses, and in the rotated solutions for the 
factor analysis. As the reader will recall, items in the level of academic challenge (LAC) 
benchmark category loaded moderately-to-highly on two different factors. Therefore, two new 
engagement dimensions emerged from the original NSSE LAC benchmark category. The first 
dimension regards the level of intellectual engagement required in the coursework, as the items 
loading above .3 on that factor ask students the extent to which they analyze and synthesize ideas 
and concepts, evaluate arguments, and apply theory to everyday situations. This new MSSE 
dimension will be called level of intellectual engagement and will be referred to by the acronym 
LIE. The second dimension that emerged from the original level of academic challenge 
benchmark is about students’ preparation for class – how much reading they do, how much 
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homework and writing they do, and how much they perceive the program to emphasize studying 
and class preparation. This new dimension will be called level of academic preparation and will 
be referred to by the acronym LAP. Finally, a new dimension called experiences of campus 
diversity will be referred to by the acronym ECD. This dimension relates to the interactions that 
students have with those who are different from them in terms of background and belief system 
and to how much students integrate diverse perspectives into class discussions and written work. 
The reader will recall that an oblique solution allows the factors to be correlated. Table 
22 shows the correlations between the five factors. 
Table 22 
Correlations Between MSSE Factors 
 
Factor SCE LIE SFI LAP CDE 
Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) 1 .47 .38 .11 .12 
Level of Intellectual Engagement (LIE) - 1 .49 .31 .11 
Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) - - 1 .32 .18 
Level of Academic Preparation (LAP) - - - 1 .07 
Experiences of Campus Diversity (ECD) - - - - 1 
 
As Table 22 shows, the Promax solution is plausible as there are some correlations among the 
factors. Factor one (supportive campus environment), and factor two, (intellectual engagement), 
correlate at .47 which means that these two factors are moderately related. Factor two 
(intellectual engagement) and factor three (student-faculty interaction) show a correlation of 
similar magnitude at .49. The two factors which emerged from the original level of academic 
challenge benchmark, factors two (intellectual engagement) and four (academic preparation) 
show a relatively weak correlation. Interestingly, the perceived intellectual rigor of the 
curriculum is only slightly positively associated with the level of student preparation for their 
courses. Factor five, (diversity experiences), shows a fairly weak correlation with any of the 
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other factors, which implies that the levels of diversity engagement are only slightly associated 
with the other engagement dimensions. This may also be the case because there are only three 
items in this factor. 
The final factor solution selected for this study was the five-factor Promax rotated 
solution. However, I also conducted factor solutions that hypothesized one factor through 11 
factors. As stated earlier, the eigenvalue dropped below one at factor 12, signifying that less 
than one item’s worth of item variance was accounted for by factor 12 and subsequent factors. I 
examined the 2-11 factor solutions using the Promax rotations since I theorized the factors 
would be correlated; a one-factor solution cannot be rotated. There were some interesting 
findings from these analyses which I will highlight next.  
For the three-factor solution, the items clustered similarly to the first two factors of the 
five factor solution (supportive environment and academic challenge) but diverged for the third 
factor, which comprised a mix of student-faculty interaction and enriching educational 
experience items. When I specified four factors, these same first two factors held up (supportive 
environment and academic challenge) and the student-faculty interaction items tended to load on 
the third factor. The fourth factor included level of academic challenge items about class 
preparation that all loaded above .4. 
Some interesting things also happened at factor solutions above five factors. Using a six-
factor solution, the factors are nearly identical to the five-factor solution, but no items load 
above .3 on a sixth factor. However, when the seven-factor solution was examined, the student-
faculty interaction items split into two distinct factors. Factor six captured items that ask 
students about direct work with faculty (on a research project or committee/activities) while 
factor seven captured items that deal exclusively with a student’s communication with faculty. 
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Clearly, the seven-factor solution implies that these two student-faculty interaction set of items 
represent distinct dimensions. This is perhaps not surprising, as some disciplines include 
research while others do not and thus one could be “high” on faculty communication regardless 
of their level of research engagement with faculty. Nevertheless these factors would include 
only a few items each.   
The eight-factor solution has one item (question 9) loading highly on a distinct factor at 
.81. This item asks students to report the extent to which they worked with students outside of 
class to prepare assignments. This suggests something unique about this particular item (e.g., 
collaborative learning) relative to the other data collected by the MSSE.  
While it is interesting that the seven-factor solution split the SFI items across two 
factors, it is possible that a dimension that measures a student’s direct work with faculty (e.g., 
research, question 19) may not be applicable for all master’s students.2  However, I contend that 
one dimension which captures a breadth of student-faculty interactions is more appropriate for 
this study. Finally, while the eight factor solution shows one item (i.e., doing work with students 
outside of class) that loads highly on an additional factor, a single item is insufficient to measure 
an engagement dimension if it exists. For these reasons, I chose not to treat it as a separate 
factor. Future research should examine whether this item might signify another dimension, 
hopefully using additional items to measure such a dimension. After a thorough analysis of all 
11 factor solutions, I decided to use the five factor solution for my final analysis. 
 
 
                                                          
2 The responses to Question 19 were in fact different. A one-way ANOVA was conducted which showed there were 
significant differences between academic disciplines. Students in business reported that they worked with a faculty 
member on a research project significantly less than did students in arts and sciences and education. There was no 
significant difference between arts and sciences and education.   
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Reliability of Items in Each MSSE Engagement Dimension 
Finally, I looked at the internal consistency of each new engagement dimension on the 
MSSE using Cronbach’s Alpha. Items with a pattern coefficient higher than .3 for a particular 
dimension were selected for the reliability analysis. As I did with the NSSE benchmarks, I 
requested that SPSS compute the corrected item-total correlation for each item, which is the 
correlation of each item with the rest, and also the reliability estimate if each item was removed. 
The overall reliability for the new supportive campus environment (SCE) engagement 
dimension was strong at .79. Table 23 provides the reliability estimates for items in the SCE 
engagement dimension. 
Table 23 
 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Supportive Campus 
Environment (SCE) items 
 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if 
Item 
Deleted 
Q60 0.61 0.74 
Q61 0.56 0.75 
Q62 0.54 0.76 
Q63 0.51 0.76 
Q64 0.54 0.76 
Q67 0.29 0.80 
Q68 0.38 0.78 
Q69 0.52 0.76 
 
As Table 23 indicates, the overall reliability estimate does not change in a substantial way when 
any of the items are removed, and with the exception of item 67, the estimate decreases when 
each item is removed.  
115 
 
 Items within the level of intellectual engagement (LIE) dimension are reliable with a 
Cronbach’s Alpha of .74. Table 24 provides the corrected item-total correlations and reliability 
estimates for items in the LIE dimension. 
Table 24 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Level of Intellectual 
Engagement (LIE) items 
 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if 
Item 
Deleted 
Q10 0.43 0.71 
Q20 0.36 0.73 
Q6 0.34 0.73 
Q25 0.46 0.71 
Q26 0.58 0.68 
Q27 0.53 0.69 
Q28 0.47 0.70 
 
As can be seen in the above table, all seven of the items had corrected item-total correlations 
above .2. Item 20 and item 6 showed weaker correlations with the rest of the items at .36 and .34 
respectively, but they are still sizeable. The Cronbach’s Alpha does not increase with the 
removal of any of the items. 
The Cronbach’s Alpha for the student-faculty interaction (SFI) engagement dimension 
was .74 so the dimension was deemed reliable. Table 25 presents the corrected item-total 
correlations and reliability estimates for the SFI engagement dimension. 
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Table 25 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Student-Faculty Interaction 
(SFI) items 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if 
Item 
Deleted 
Q13 0.44 0.70 
Q14 0.57 0.65 
Q15 0.54 0.66 
Q18 0.50 0.67 
Q19 0.38 0.72 
As indicated in Table 25 above, the corrected item-total correlations range between .38 and .57 
which are all acceptably high. The overall reliability estimate would decrease if any of the items 
were removed. 
 The items in the level of academic preparation (LAP) engagement dimension were 
considered reliable with a Cronbach’s Alpha of .71 which is above the accepted reliability level 
of .7. Table 26 provides the corrected item-total correlations and reliability estimates for items in 
the LAP dimension. 
Table 26 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Level of Academic Preparation 
(LAP) items 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if 
Item 
Deleted 
Q17 0.44 0.67 
Q29 0.32 0.72 
Q46 0.60 0.60 
Q47 0.54 0.63 
Q59 0.44 0.67 
 
As Table 26 indicates, an increase in reliability would occur with the removal of item 29 but this 
increase would be negligible (from .71 to .72). All of the items are correlated above .2. 
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 The overall reliability of the experiences of campus diversity (ECD) dimension was less 
than optimal, with Cronbach’s Alpha for the ECD items at .67. Table 27 provides the corrected 
item-total correlations and reliability estimates for the ECD dimension. 
Table 27 
Corrected Item-Total Correlations and Reliability Estimates for Experiences of Campus 
Diversity (ECD) items 
 
 
Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
Cronbach's 
Alpha if 
Item 
Deleted 
Q21 0.57 0.47 
Q22 0.60 0.42 
Q6  0.31 0.79 
 
As presented above, while the overall reliability is borderline acceptable, all of the item-total 
correlations are above the minimally accepted level of .2. Removing item 6 would increase the 
Cronbach’s Alpha, and this item had the weakest correlation with the other items and thus shares 
less in common with the others. This is not a surprise because this item had the lowest factor 
loading. The moderate reliability could be due to the small number of items within the 
dimension. As a general rule, reliability increases when related items are added. 
Conclusion for Psychometric Analyses 
After conducting the factor analysis it appears that there is a MSSE factor structure that is 
defensible for exploratory research purposes, with five factors of engagement emerging. 
However, the quality of the factor structure is not very strong for several of the factors, with low 
extraction communalities and low overall factor loadings. Further, in the final Promax rotation, 
11 items did not have structure or pattern coefficients of .3 or higher. While I am proceeding 
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with the analyses for research question two, further work to improve the instrument is warranted 
and is discussed in depth later. 
Convergent Construct Validity 
As previously described, research question one also asks about the extent to which the 
MSSE benchmark scores are correlated with theoretically relevant indicators of positive 
outcomes of higher education such as grade point average and constructs such as critical 
thinking. As a reminder, several items on the MSSE asked students to assess their own 
development on a set of positive educational outcomes including critical thinking, understanding 
oneself, speaking clearly and effectively, and acquiring a broad disciplinary education, among 
others (see Appendix A, question 10). These outcomes listed under the sub-header outcomes in 
Appendix B. Table 28 shows the items on the MSSE that ask students to assess their educational 
outcomes and the correlations of each with the five MSSE engagement dimensions.
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Table 28 
Outcome Items and MSSE Engagement Correlations 
 
Q71. 
Acquiring a 
broad 
disciplinary 
education 
Q72. 
Writing 
clearly and 
effectively 
Q73. 
Speaking 
clearly and 
effectively 
Q74. 
Thinking 
critically 
and 
analytically 
Q75. 
Using 
computin
g and 
informati
on 
technolog
y 
Q76. 
Develo
ping 
research 
skills 
Q77. 
Working 
with 
others 
Q78. 
Learning 
on your 
own 
Q80. 
Understandi
ng people of 
other racial 
and ethnic 
backgrounds 
Q81. 
Solving 
complex 
real-world 
problems 
Q82. 
Develo
ping 
clear 
career 
goals 
SCE 
 
.39** .34** .38** .40** .36** .28** .48** .34** .45** .46** .45** 
LIE 
 
.39** .41** .37** .50** .29** .45** .25** .41** .23** .32** .31** 
SFI 
 
.31** .34** .30** .36** .22** .40** .16** .34** .25** .20** .27** 
LAP 
 
.15** .25** .16** .23* .22** .31** .09* .32** .17** .08 .10* 
CDE 
 
.01 .14** .11* .12** .11* .07 .13** .09 .39** .16** .22** 
Note. The Ns for these correlations ranged from 490 to 495. Shaded areas indicate the hypothesized correlations between specific items (outcomes) and 
engagement dimensions, found in Appendix B. *p<.05. **p<.01. 
Note. SCE = supportive campus environment; LIE = level of intellectual engagement; SFI= student-faculty interaction; LAP= level of academic preparation; 
CDE= campus diversity experiences. 
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In theory, the engagement dimensions should be correlated with some of these items. As 
indicated in Table 28, many of the items were in fact significantly correlated with an engagement 
factor. The a priori criterion for considering a correlation as meaningful validity evidence was 
.3. The correlations with the DCE benchmark were generally smaller than those for the other 
dimensions. 
 Table 29 shows the correlations between the MSSE engagement dimensions and self-
reported graduate point average. 
Table 29 
Correlations Between MSSE Engagement Dimensions and Grade Point Average 
Dimension 
Q100 
Grades 
Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) -.01 
Level of Intellectual Engagement (LIE) .05 
Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) -.01 
Level of Academic Preparation (LAP) .03 
Experiences of Campus Diversity (ECD) -.01 
 
As Table 29 displays, none of the engagement dimensions are significantly correlated with self-
reported grade point average. 
Data Analysis - Research Question 2 
Research question two sought evidence of a relationship between each MSSE 
engagement dimension and seven individual characteristics of academic discipline, gender, age, 
marital status, children, international student status and enrollment status. I also examined the 
interaction between gender and academic discipline. Five multiple regression analyses were 
conducted; each multiple regression analysis examined the extent to which a particular 
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engagement dimension (dependent variable) could be predicted by the seven independent 
variables. 
With the exception of age, all variables were dummy coded such that 0 represents the 
absence of a characteristic whereas 1 represents the presence of a characteristic. The reference 
group for academic discipline was arts and sciences (dummy variables for business and 
education), the reference group for gender was male, the reference group for enrollment status 
was full-time, the reference group for marital status was single, the reference group for children 
status was no children, and the reference group for international student status was domestic 
(American) student. 
 Collinearity (i.e., correlations among predictors) can be problematic in multiple 
regression, as variables which are highly correlated are either redundant or can affect the 
estimated regression coefficients for the predictors. Before proceeding with the multiple 
regressions I looked at correlations among the independent variables to identify possible 
collinearity issues. The interaction of women and education was highly correlated with the 
dummy variables for education (.82) and gender (.64). All other correlations were below .6, and 
correlations ranged from -.34 (the interaction effect of women and education and the dummy 
variable for business) to .56 (the dummy variables for children and education). Because of this, I 
ran a regression with just the main effects first. Doing so excluded variables that were potentially 
problematic in terms of introducing collinearity. Then, I ran separate multiple regression models 
that also included the interaction effect variables.  
 Because there was no significant relationship between the interaction of gender and 
academic discipline and any of the engagement dimensions, I will present regression results for 
the models that contain only the main effects of gender, academic discipline, enrollment status, 
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marital status, children, age, and international student status. Prior to presenting the five multiple 
regression models, I will present the descriptive statistics for the predictors in Table 30 below.  
Table 30 
Descriptive Statistics for Predictor Variables 
Variable % 
Number 
Standard  
Deviation 
Gender: Female 57%   
Gender: Male 43%   
Discipline: Arts and Sciences 13%   
Discipline: Business 42%   
Discipline: Education 45%   
Enrollment status:  Full-time 49%   
Enrollment status:  Part-time  51%   
Single 71%   
Married/Partnered 29%   
Children  9%   
Domestic student  (American) 87%   
International student 13%   
Age   28.61 5.84 
Note: N=475.  
As Table 30 shows, just over half of the students in the sample are part-time, with the average 
age of all students 28 years. Women represent 57% of the sample. Education students comprise 
45% of the sample, business students 42%, and arts and sciences students 13%. Twenty-nine 
percent of the students are married and 9% of students in the sample have children. International 
students comprise 13% of the population. In the next section I will present the five multiple 
regression analyses, one for each of the MSSE engagement dimensions.  
For the regression analyses, all of the predictors were entered into model simultaneously 
because they were all of interest. In the first regression, supportive campus environment (SCE), 
the overall regression model was significant, F(8,466) = 2.96, р < .05. It explained 4.8% of the 
SCE engagement variability. Table 31 presents the regression results for the predictors. 
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Table 31 
Regression Coefficients for the Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) Dimension 
Independent 
Variable 
Standardized 
Coefficients 
Gender .03 
Education .25*** 
Business .25** 
Part-time -.07 
Married/Partnered 0 
Children  -.10 
Age .02 
International  .05 
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001 
As shown in Table 31 above, the predictor variables of education and business were significant, 
indicating that these variables predict engagement in the SCE dimension while controlling for 
the other variables. Students in education (.25) and business (.25) were more likely to experience 
a supportive campus environment than students in arts and sciences. This suggests that in 
master’s programs in business and education, facets such as relationships (with both peers and 
faculty members), social opportunities, academic and non-academic resources, and assistance in 
an employment search were more common than in arts and sciences. The strengths of these 
relationships are small to moderate. None of the other predictor variables were significant. 
The next regression features level of intellectual engagement (LIE) as the dependent 
variable. Again, the overall regression model was significant, F(8,466) = 2.44, р < .05 and 
explained 4.0% of the LIE engagement variability. Table 32 presents the regression results for 
the predictors. 
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Table 32 
Regression Coefficients for the Level of Intellectual Engagement Dimension 
Independent 
Variable 
Standardized 
Coefficients 
Gender .03 
Education -.24** 
Business -.22** 
Part-time -.08 
Married/Partnered 0 
Children  -.17 
Age .03 
International  .09 
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001 
As Table 32 indicates there is a significant relationship between level of intellectual engagement 
and the predictor variables of education and business while accounting for the other variables. 
Students in business (-.22) and education (-.24) were more likely to experience a less rigorous 
academic experience than students in arts and sciences. This implies that compared to students in 
arts and sciences, students in business and education spend less time analyzing the basic 
elements of an idea, synthesizing ideas into more complex interpretations, or assessing the 
soundness of a method.  
The third regression is student-faculty interaction (SFI). The overall regression model 
was significant, F(8,466) = 6.22, р < .001 and  it explained 9.6% of the SFI engagement 
variability. Table 33 presents the regression results for the predictors. 
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Table 33 
Regression Coefficients for the Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) Dimension 
Independent 
Variable 
Standardized 
Coefficients 
Gender -.04 
Education -.45*** 
Business -.36*** 
Part-time -.10* 
Married/Partnered .01 
Children  -.00 
Age  -.02 
International  .08 
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001 
As Table 33 illustrates, the predictor variables of education, business, and part-time status were 
significant, indicating that these variables predict engagement in the student-faculty interaction 
dimension while accounting for all other variables. Students in business (-.36) or education (-.45) 
and part-time students (-.10) were likely to have less frequent interaction with faculty members 
than students in arts and sciences or full-time students. This suggests that business and education 
students and part-time students spend less time working with faculty on projects outside of class, 
spend less time discussing course concepts and ideas with faculty members, may not engage 
faculty in their job search, or may work less with faculty on research projects as compared to arts 
and sciences students.  
The fourth regression is on level of academic preparation (LAP). The overall regression 
model was significant, F(8,466) = 16.31, р < .001 and it explained 21.9% of the LAP 
engagement variability, considerably more than the previous regression analyses. Table 34 
presents the regression results for the predictors. 
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Table 34 
Regression Coefficients for the Level of Academic Preparation (LAP) Dimension 
Independent 
Variable 
Standardized  
Coefficients 
Gender .00 
Education -.36*** 
Business -.38*** 
Part-time -.28*** 
Married/Partnered -.09 
Children  -.09 
Age .20*** 
International  .20*** 
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001 
As Table 34 above indicates, the predictor variables of education, business, part-time status, age, 
and international student status were significant, signifying that these variables predict 
engagement in the level of academic preparation dimension while accounting for the other 
variables. Being in the disciplines of business (-.38) and education (-.36) were associated with a 
decrease in academic preparation relative to arts and science students. This suggests that students 
in education and business may spend less time preparing for class (reading, writing, and 
studying) than do students in arts and sciences. Being a part-time student is associated with a 
decrease in this engagement dimension as well. The effect of being an international student 
shows an increase in level of academic preparation at .20, suggesting that international students 
spent more time getting ready for class. Also, being older is associated with an increase in their 
level of academic preparation.  
The final regression is Experiences of Campus Diversity (ECD). The overall regression 
model was significant, F(8,466) = 11.22, р < .001 and it explained 16.20% of the engagement 
variability. Table 35 presents the regression results for the predictors. 
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Table 35 
Regression Coefficients for the Experiences of Campus Diversity (CDE) Dimension 
Independent 
Variable 
Standardized 
Coefficients 
Gender -.07 
Education .36*** 
Business .03 
Part-time -.11** 
Married/Partnered -.05 
Children  -.11 
Age -.14** 
International  -.07 
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001 
As Table 35 indicates, the predictor variables of education, part-time status, and age were 
significant, indicating that these variables predict engagement in the diversity experiences 
dimension while accounting for other variables. Being in education (.36) was associated with an 
increase in campus diversity experiences, signifying that students in education likely have more 
serious conversation with people who are different races/ethnicities or different belief systems 
than arts and sciences students do. There was not a significant difference for business students. 
Being a part-time student (-.11) was associated with a decrease in campus diversity experiences 
as compared to full-time students. With regard to age (-.14), older students exhibit lower 
engagement in the ECD dimension.  
Conclusion for Regression Analysis 
 The results of the five regression analyses provided evidence of a relationship between 
each MSSE engagement dimension and some, but not all, of the individual characteristics of 
academic discipline, gender, age, marital status, children, international student status and 
enrollment status. Most notable was that academic discipline was related to each of the 
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engagement dimensions, while part-time status was related to three of the engagement 
dimensions (student-faculty interaction, academic preparation, diversity). Age was related to two 
of the engagement dimensions (academic preparation and diversity) and international student 
status was related to one dimension (preparation). The overall LAP and ECD models were 
stronger than the rest in terms of engagement variance explained. There were no significant 
findings for gender, marital status, or children. 
Conclusion 
 This chapter reported the findings of this study on master’s student engagement, 
specifically evidence of the construct validity of the MSSE: the extent to which it measured both 
the five hypothesized dimensions of engagement in master’s students as well as the extent to 
which scores correlated with theoretically relevant constructs. Relationships between each 
engagement dimension and the individual characteristics of academic discipline, gender, age, 
marital status, children, international student status and enrollment status were also reported. 
 While the five factor structure held up, three of the five factors were not very strong. One 
of the original NSSE benchmark dimensions (level of academic challenge) emerged as two 
separate engagement dimensions (intellectual engagement and academic preparation) for 
master’s students, suggesting that the level of academic challenge has two dimensions for 
master’s students. Further, many of the outcome items correlated positively with the engagement 
dimensions. In addition, none of the engagement dimensions were significantly correlated with 
self-reported grade point average.  
 With regard to the regression analyses, several significant relationships emerged between 
the engagement dimensions and individual characteristics, particularly with regard to academic 
discipline. However, some of the individual characteristics such as gender and marital status 
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showed no relationship to each of the engagement dimensions. Chapter five will address these 
findings and discuss the implications for policy and practice in master’s education. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter will discuss the findings from this study on master’s student engagement 
and is organized into six sections. The first section provides an overview of the study and 
reviews the problem, purpose of the study, and research questions. The second and third sections 
addresses the findings for each of the two research questions, and links the findings for each 
question to previous research, presents the major conclusions, and discusses the implications 
drawn from the findings. The fourth section addresses the limitations of the study. The fifth 
section offers recommendations for policy, practice, and further research. The chapter closes 
with a final summary of the study, as well as the researcher’s reflections and responses to the 
findings. 
Overview of the Study 
Master’s education is the largest segment of graduate education in the United States, yet 
there are few studies that examine the master’s student experience. Accrediting bodies and 
professional standards expect that practitioners will assess and provide evidence of the student 
experience, so it is no longer sufficient for anecdotal evidence to inform programs and practice. 
The concept of student engagement, which represents the time and effort students devote to 
activities that are linked to educational outcomes and what institutions do to promote student 
participation in these activities, is discussed in the literature mostly as an undergraduate 
construct.  Research shows that the more students are engaged in educationally effective 
practices the more likely they are to learn (Kuh, 2001; 2003; 2009a; Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & 
Kinzie, 2009). This study was grounded in the engagement literature, with a focus on Alexander 
Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement, Vincent Tinto’s (1975; 1993; 1998) theory on the 
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effects of social and academic integration on student departure, and Ernest Pascarella’s (1985) 
and later Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini’s (2005) general causal model for assessing the effects 
of the environment on student learning. One of the most widely used instruments that measures 
undergraduate student engagement is the National Survey for Student Engagement (NSSE), 
which captures five key areas for engagement, called benchmarks.  
The purpose of this study was to investigate engagement among master’s students and the 
extent to which master’s students are engaged in educationally effective practices thought to 
promote student learning. Practitioners cannot assume that the organizational structures, 
individual behaviors, and relationships that comprise undergraduate student engagement 
generalize to master’s students. This study therefore sought to extend engagement research to 
master’s students using an adapted version of a national engagement instrument called the 
Master’s Survey of Student Engagement (MSSE). The MSSE is an adaptation of the Law School 
Survey of Student Engagement (LSSSE), which was adapted from the NSSE in order to measure 
engagement in law students. The LSSSE is nearly identical to the NSSE in question format, 
structure and content, but was adapted for the law school context. The MSSE in turn is nearly 
identical to the LSSSE, with slight adaptations made by changing any law-specific language to 
more general language for master’s students. 
This exploratory study first investigated if the internal structure of the MSSE conformed 
to the five NSSE benchmarks of student engagement, and then explored whether specific 
outcomes (like writing ability and critical thinking) were linked to the dimensions of 
engagement. The study then explored if there were significant differences in the engagement 
levels of master’s students by academic discipline, gender, enrollment status, age, marital status, 
international student status, and children status. The sheer diversity of academic disciplines 
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within master’s education and the wide-ranging personal characteristics of these students present 
a challenge to educational leaders who seek to understand how these students engage with their 
academic program, with faculty, and with their peers.  
The research questions for this study were: 
1. What is the internal structure of the MSSE instrument as it relates to the five NSSE 
benchmarks of student engagement, and how do its scores relate to relevant educational 
outcomes?  
2. How are the five dimensions of engagement related to the characteristics of academic 
discipline, gender, age, marital status, children status, international student status, and 
enrollment status? 
Overview of Findings 
 
The findings from this study extend prior research on the topic of student engagement 
with an unexplored population, master’s students. This study’s primary research question 
addressed the construct validity of the MSSE, and the findings present a mixed picture of validity 
for the MSSE. As the reader will recall, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to 
investigate the MSSE’s internal structure and test a five-factor theory of student engagement 
based on the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) benchmarks of engagement. A 
five-factor structure emerged as the best model for master’s student engagement and yielded 
factors that were extracted for analysis, two of which were strong dimensions while three were 
less strong. This is consistent with two separate institutional-level studies with undergraduates 
that found a strong five-factor structure for the NSSE was difficult to replicate (Campbell & 
Cabrera, 2011). The findings, however, reveal that master’s students generally engage differently 
 133 
 
than undergraduate students with more emphasis on the program environment and intellectual 
domain. 
Following the EFA, correlation analyses were used to determine if the engagement 
factors were related to a number of relevant higher education outcomes. The study’s secondary 
question addressed how the MSSE dimensions of engagement related to a number of personal 
and academic characteristics of master’s students. Multiple regression analyses showed that 
relationships existed between the engagement dimensions and some important characteristics 
such as academic discipline, enrollment status, and age. Other characteristics such as gender and 
marital status showed no relationship to the engagement dimensions.  
In the next section I will discuss what master’s student engagement looks like, examining 
the dimensions of engagement for master’s students and articulating how it is distinct from 
undergraduate student engagement. A discussion about how engagement differs by academic 
discipline and other important student variables will follow. 
The Dimensions of Master’s Student Engagement 
The MSSE findings show that engagement for master’s students is different than 
engagement for undergraduate students. This is not surprising, as one would expect there to be 
differences in how master’s students engage with their program as compared to how 
undergraduate students engage. Perhaps the overall construct of engagement is different for 
master’s students. Alternatively, the content of the MSSE instrument could also be considered as 
an explanation for the differences. The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) asks 
students about their experiences at the institution, not just within their academic program as with 
the MSSE. This NSSE content likely provides a much broader range of engagement experiences 
than those captured by the MSSE, which asked master’s students specifically about their 
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experiences within their master’s program, not the institution. Notwithstanding these differences, 
a five-factor structure held up for the MSSE. 
Prior research and theory helps to guide the interpretation of the factors that underlie the 
MSSE items. As the reader will recall, engagement theory was developed as it pertains to the 
traditional undergraduate population (Alexander & Maher, 2008). The heart of this study centers 
on whether the undergraduate model of engagement applies to master’s students. The findings 
show that the MSSE instrument used in this study was successful, to some extent, in identifying 
what activities contribute to master’s engagement. The next section will discuss each 
engagement dimensions and will compare the dimensions of master’s student engagement to 
undergraduate student engagement.  
Supportive Campus Environment  
The supportive campus environment (SCE) dimension emerged as the strongest 
engagement dimension for master’s students. This dimension measures the extent to which 
students perceive their program helps them succeed academically and socially, assists them in 
coping with non-academic responsibilities and a job search, and promotes contact among 
students from different backgrounds. This is a comprehensive dimension of engagement for 
master’s students which includes both social and academic support. The finding of a supportive 
environment as strong dimension of engagement for master’s students supports Hiemstra’s 
(1991) research on the learning environment. Successful learning environments include 
relationships (in the case of this study, with faculty and peers), social influences (helping 
students thrive socially and provide non-academic support), and cultural influences (encouraging 
diversity).  
 135 
 
This dimension also focuses on the quality of relationships in the master’s program – 
most notably faculty and peer relationships. Master’s students engage differently than 
undergraduate in the supportive campus environment dimension. For undergraduates, the quality 
of relationships with administrators is a key component of engagement but is absent from the 
supportive campus environment dimension for master’s students. It is likely that administrators 
(such as staff in residential life, student activities, career services, and athletic coaches) play a 
much larger role in the life of an undergraduate student given the types of activities they 
participate in as well as the residential nature of traditional undergraduate institutions.  Master’s 
students might simply not utilize campus services to the same extent that undergraduate students 
do and therefore have less opportunity or need to establish ongoing, quality relationships with 
staff. While Brandes (2006) calls for the expansion of traditional undergraduate student services 
to graduate students, the findings suggest that these services may be best situated in the academic 
program. 
The extent to which master’s programs encourage contact among students from different 
socioeconomic, sexual orientation, and racial backgrounds is part of a supportive campus 
environment for master’s students but not for undergraduate students. For master’s students, 
difference might be just one aspect of the quality of their peer relationships, whereas with 
undergraduate students it is a distinct aspect reflected in a separate dimension of engagement 
about diversity. As discussed later, a diversity dimension did emerge for master’s students as 
well, though it is more narrowly focused than the diversity dimension for undergraduate student 
engagement.  
There is some evidence that peer involvement may contribute to engagement above and 
beyond quality of relationships as is measured in the supportive campus environment dimension. 
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As described in chapter four, when a more expanded eight-factor solution was conducted in the 
factor analysis, the item which asked the extent to which master’s students worked with their 
peers outside of class loaded very highly on a specific factor that may actually signify a separate 
dimension regarding peers. Caulfield (2010) asked 91 master’s students to identify learning tasks 
on a scale from least engaging to most engaging and found that peer involvement was a positive 
predictor of student engagement. It makes sense that peer relationships around academic 
activities factor into engagement for master’s students and, as will be discussed later in this 
chapter, this is particularly true for business and education students. The extent of peer influence 
on engagement is worth exploring in future instrument design. 
Intellectual Engagement and Academic Preparation  
Intellectual engagement emerged as the second strongest dimension of master’s student 
engagement. This dimension is about the extent to which courses emphasized synthesizing ideas, 
making judgments about the value of information, applying theoretical constructs to real life 
problems, and analyzing in depth the basic elements of an idea. It is not surprising that a 
dimension related to scholarly endeavors emerged as a unique dimension of master’s 
engagement. Master’s students choose to enroll in a program to specialize in a particular field of 
study, so they are likely to have a more focused intellectual experience. What is surprising, 
however, is how this particular dimension of master’s student engagement differs from 
undergraduate student engagement. In undergraduate engagement, academic engagement 
includes both intellectual engagement and the time spent studying and preparing for class.  This 
is not true for master’s students, as the intellectual component of the program and how much 
time is spent preparing for class are separate dimensions of engagement.  
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 The level of academic preparation – which includes spending time reading assigned 
textbooks, writing papers of significant length, doing homework, or working hard to meet faculty 
member’s expectations - is a distinct dimension of engagement for master’s students. As 
indicated above, unlike undergraduate engagement where preparation is part of a single 
dimension of academic challenge, for master’s students this dimension is unique. This might 
mean that for master’s students, preparing for class is an activity that requires time but it might 
not be considered as a key part of their intellectual experience. Yet one would think that writing 
a paper of 20 pages or more would require the skills of synthesizing information, incorporating 
theory and making judgments about the value of information. However, it is also intuitively 
reasonable that the intellectual component of the curriculum and how hard one works is not the 
same thing. These two academic dimensions were slightly positively correlated with one another, 
though. 
The concept of time on task is a core aspect of engagement, with research showing that 
the more time students spend on an activity (e.g., preparing for class), the greater their 
engagement and learning (Kuh, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Astin’s (1984) I-E-O 
model provides some evidence to support the finding of two distinct academic dimensions for 
master’s students. As Astin (1984) outlines, the academic environment includes actions taken by 
the student (amount of time studying, motivation to study) as well as other things over which 
institutions have some programmatic control (curriculum and classroom experiences). 
Student-Faculty Interaction  
Engagement research provides evidence of a positive relationship between student-
faculty interaction and a broad range of student educational outcomes, including academic 
achievement, intellectual growth, and academic satisfaction (Astin, 1977, 1993; Kuh & Hu, 
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2001). For master’s students, the student-faculty interaction (SFI) dimension includes the extent 
to which students talked with faculty about career plans and ideas from class, or inquired about a 
particular class assignment outside of class. This dimension is also about how much master’s 
students work directly with faculty on projects outside of class (such as a committee or student 
life activities) or on a research project. This is the one dimension that is nearly identical to the 
undergraduate student-faculty interaction dimension. The notable exception is that for 
undergraduate students, receiving prompt feedback from faculty is a part of engagement while 
for master’s students it is not. In essence, this dimension supports the notion that faculty play a 
key role in master’s engagement. For doctoral students, the activities associated with student-
faculty engagement include research, teaching, and interactions with the advisor. The literature 
does not identify what specific activities contribute to positive student-faculty interactions for 
master’s students as whole, so it is unclear if the items in the student-faculty interaction 
engagement dimension accurately capture the breadth of this dimension. However, there are 
some notable differences in the engagement patterns for some subgroups of master’s students in 
this dimension, particularly by discipline and enrollment status, which is discussed later in this 
chapter. 
Items within the student-faculty interaction dimension also might not apply to students 
from every academic discipline. For example, the item that asks the extent to which students 
participate in research activities with faculty might not contribute to the SFI engagement 
dimension for those disciplines that have little or no research component. In fact, in this study 
upon examination of the specific item that asks about research, business students reported that 
they worked with a faculty member significantly less than students in education and arts and 
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sciences. As is discussed in more depth later in this chapter, this makes sense, as original 
research is not a core part of the curriculum for business students.  
Experiences of Campus Diversity  
The experiences of campus diversity (ECD) dimension is unique to the MSSE, and was 
also the weakest of the five factors. This dimension regards the types of conversations students 
have with people who are different from them in terms of race, ethnicity, religious or political 
beliefs, or values. It also asks students the extent to which they have included diverse 
perspectives in their course discussions or writing assignments. Items within the ECD 
benchmark focused on conversations with other students from different backgrounds or belief 
systems and how students incorporated diverse viewpoints into their coursework. This dimension 
is different than the NSSE enriching educational experiences (EEE) benchmark in that the sole 
focus of the DCE dimension is diversity, while the undergraduate EEE dimension also includes 
participation in student activities or community organizations as activities that promote 
engagement. A number of concerns arise when examining the items in this dimension in light of 
what the literature says about the construct of diversity. First, the content of two of the items was 
potentially problematic as the items asked students to report on “serious” conversations they 
have had with other students. Porter (2009) asks “how does a student distinguish between 
“serious” and “frivolous” conversations? And what is a “conversation?” A chat in the 
bathroom…?” (p.53). Since these two items refer to “serious conversations,” whereas the other 
items do not, they might be tapping some sort of proclivity to engage in serious conversations 
rather than some form of actual engagement. Second, the MSSE asks about diverse relationships 
and the extent to which a program encourages contact among students from different 
backgrounds, but there is no item that asks specifically about the course curriculum. Extending 
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undergraduate diversity research to master’s students would clearly require that specific 
interactions or opportunities for students to engage difference are identified a priori. 
If the MSSE is to be used to measure a diversity dimension in master’s education, it will 
be essential to write items that capture a more complete student experience in this realm. As it 
stands, the three items within this dimension do not represent the diversity construct well.  The 
MSSE could be enhanced by the addition of items that ask students about the extent to which 
their coursework requires diverse perspectives, their participation in specific activities that 
promote learning about difference, and their discussions and interactions around topics of race 
and other difference.  Despite the questionable breadth of this dimension, findings might be 
useful to help inform curricular and programmatic changes, particularly if it is found that 
students are not incorporating diverse perspectives into their work or having conversations with 
students who are different from them. Of course, interpretations of such scores should be made 
in context of the institution (e.g., student body diversity). 
What emerges from this study is that master’s student engagement is different than 
undergraduate student engagement in a number of important ways. The two strongest dimensions 
– supportive environment and intellectual engagement –paint a picture of a more focused 
program and academic-centered experience for master’s students.  These findings emphasize the 
importance of both the social and academic realms of a master’s program, although the findings 
do not support Tinto’s (1993) assertion that graduate students put a heavier focus on the 
academic realm. As is discussed later, for professional students in business and education, it is 
the environment that influences engagement more so than the intellectual or academic realm. 
Undergraduate engagement, as measured by the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE), differentiates peer relationships and collaborative learning as a distinct dimension 
 141 
 
(called active and collaborative learning), while peer relationships are part of the supportive 
environment for master’s students.  Most notable was the emergence of a singular dimension for 
intellectual engagement for master’s students, where the intellectual experience is captured in a 
broader academic challenge dimension for undergraduate students, which also includes 
preparation for class. For master’s students, how much time spent preparing for class is a 
separate dimension from the intellectual experience. The student-faculty interaction (SFI) 
dimension, together with the intellectual engagement dimension, supports the emerging portrait 
of a strong academic component for master’s student engagement. It should be noted that the SFI 
dimension is also a primary component of undergraduate engagement, suggesting that 
interactions with faculty are a universal and important part of overall student engagement. 
Finally, for master’s students, experiences of diversity are about engaging their peers in 
conversations across difference and in integrating different perspectives in their coursework. 
This is unlike undergraduate engagement, where the dimension of diversity captures a more 
robust student experience that includes co-curricular campus experiences, internships, and 
community involvement. 
Construct Validity 
In addition to seeking evidence of the internal structure of the MSSE, research question 
one also sought to provide evidence of the convergent construct validity of the MSSE. That is, to 
what extent did the MSSE engagement dimensions correlate with theoretically relevant outcomes 
for master’s students? A number of predictive validity studies for the NSSE provide evidence 
that links the various NSSE measures of good practices to student self-reported outcomes in both 
intellectual and personal development that are assessed by 16 items on the NSSE instrument 
itself (Kuh, 2002; Pascarella, Seifert, & Blaich, 2011).  Bowman (2009), however, points out that 
 142 
 
there is little to no overlap between self-reported gains and gains that are evidenced by more 
objective instruments or direct assessment. Therefore it is questionable to use self-reported 
outcomes as a measure for good practices. Serious problems exist with the internal validity 
of any findings in which self-reported gains are taken to be a learning outcome of the 
educationally effective practices that the NSSE targets (Pascarella, et. al, 2011). The findings 
showed that while self-reported grade point average was not related to any dimension of 
engagement, there were quite a few positive correlations between the dimensions and the self-
reported outcomes. These outcomes include thinking critically and analytically, writing clearly 
and effectively, and developing research skills, among others. 
Overall, the validity evidence for the MSSE is somewhat mixed. Five dimensions 
emerged, but were not all strong. A number of different areas of engagement emerged for 
master’s students as compared to the NSSE benchmarks for undergraduate student engagement. 
Still, while this exploratory suggests at least five dimensions of engagement for master’s 
students, three of these dimensions seem to define master’s engagement as strongly associated 
with the program environment and intellectual life.  However, the reliabilities for the five 
dimensions were largely acceptable. A number of positive correlations between the engagement 
dimensions and self-reported outcomes emerged, but there was no relationship between self-
reported grade point average and engagement. 
In the next section, I will discuss the results of research question two.  It is worth noting 
that the findings were contingent upon the validity of the measure and are therefore limited by 
the considerations outlined above. The second research question asked how the dimensions of 
engagement relate to the characteristics of academic discipline, enrollment status, gender, age, 
marital status, children, and international student status. 
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Differences by Academic and Personal Characteristics 
The results of the second research question revealed some interesting – and perhaps 
disappointing – differences in how master’s students engage by academic discipline, enrollment 
status, and other personal characteristics. Specifically, the study sought to find out how who 
master’s students are is related to how they engage with their master’s program, looking at the 
variables of academic discipline, age, gender, marital status, children, international student 
status, and enrollment status. What emerged from the findings is that master’s students are not a 
homogeneous group; rather, there are subgroups within master’s education that engage 
differently. As is discussed later in this chapter, this study has some significant limitations and 
therefore the findings for research question two should be interpreted with caution.  There were, 
however, some findings that were plausible for master’s student engagement. Of the 
characteristics considered in this study, academic discipline (arts and sciences, business, or 
education) was significantly related to each of the MSSE engagement dimensions. The next 
section will discuss the differences in the engagement patterns of master’s students in arts and 
sciences, business, and education. 
Differences in Academic Discipline 
Recall that the MSSE dimensions reflect engagement as academic-focused (intellectual 
engagement, student-faculty interaction, and preparation) as well as environment-focused 
(supportive environment, experiences with diversity). Prior to interpreting the results by 
academic discipline, it is worth re-stating that within master’s education, there is no “one-size 
fits all” organizational structure within a university to support master’s students, so it is likely 
that master’s programs in different disciplines provide a varying level of support (and services) 
for students. Further, students in business and education may experience more homogeneity 
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within their discipline and organizational structure as compared to students in arts and sciences, 
where students are enrolled in a wide diversity of academic programs ranging from the 
humanities to the natural sciences. This might be due to the nature of how these programs are 
organized, with master’s programs in arts and sciences being more department-focused and 
likely less focused on a shared experience within the discipline like business and education 
programs are. The lack of a common academic thread between many disciplines in arts and 
sciences might impact how support structures are provided and the extent to which students 
connect with one another across disciplines. Nonetheless, there are striking differences in how 
students engage by academic discipline. 
 Several key findings emerge by academic discipline. Master’s students in business and 
education are more likely to experience a supportive campus environment than are students in 
arts and sciences. Arts and sciences students have a more rigorous intellectual experience and 
engagement with faculty than do students in education or business. With regard to academic 
preparation, arts and science students spend more time preparing for class than education and 
business students. Finally, students in education were more likely to have conversations with 
students who were different than they and more often incorporated diverse viewpoints into their 
coursework than did business or arts and sciences students. In the next section I will discuss the 
possible reasons why these differences emerged within each of the academic disciplines. 
Business 
The evolution of the master’s degree, with a shift away from the traditional arts and 
sciences model to a professional model that is more career-oriented and practice-oriented, brings 
the university much closer to the corporate world (Glazer, 1986; Glazer-Raymo, 2005). For 
master’s students in business, particularly those enrolled in Master of Business Administration 
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(MBA) programs, networking is part of the ethos of the discipline. Much like in the business 
world, master’s programs encourage networking and provide an environment where this is 
promoted. In some ways, who you meet in your business program – peers, faculty, guest 
lecturers – may be more critical to expected outcomes of the program (such as finding a good 
internship or job) than other aspects of the program, including the curriculum. An emphasis on a 
strong social network, attention to quality relationships, the sense that the program supports 
students in helping them succeed both academically, non-academically, and in the job search 
appears to accurately capture the important elements of a student’s experience in a business 
master’s program. 
Business students had a less intellectual academic experience and had fewer faculty 
interactions than their peers in arts and sciences. Given the strong dimension of supportive 
environment for business students, this might mean that the intellectual aspects of the curriculum 
and relationships with faculty are a means to an end, with the end being a good job and a strong 
network. Coursework may not be viewed as an intellectual activity, but as a way to bridge their 
practical work experience with the coursework. The MBA curriculum also provides an 
introduction to a wide range of business practices, not in-depth specialization. Many MBA 
students work for several years before returning to school, so their work experience enables them 
to draw upon their work experience and to integrate their learning in the classroom. If we look at 
this through the lens of both the supportive campus environment and intellectual engagement 
dimensions, who you know may be more important to engagement than how you experience the 
classroom.  
Relationships with faculty might look different in business than in other disciplines. As 
described above, quality relationships with faculty are part of the supportive campus 
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environment for business students, but faculty interactions are not significant in the student-
faculty interaction dimension. As is discussed earlier in this chapter, this might be because one of 
the items in the engagement dimension asks about the extent to which a student has worked with 
faculty on a research project, and business students might simply not have the opportunity to 
conduct original research as a part of their program. 
Business students are also less inclined to have conversations with other students who are 
different from them or integrate diverse perspectives in their coursework than are students in the 
discipline of education (the campus diversity experiences dimension). However, it is important to 
note that part of the supportive campus environment dimension involves encouraging contact 
among students from different backgrounds. It might be that diversity is a part of supportive 
campus environment for business students, not a separate dimension. Another plausible 
explanation might be that the curriculum does not emphasize diversity and therefore students do 
not engage in conversations about diversity with their peers inside or outside of class.  
A contributing factor to engagement in business education is the cohort model, which is 
common in many MBA programs. In a cohort system, first year students take all of their core 
classes together with the same group of students. Classes are pre-scheduled, so there is no need 
to seek out a faculty advisor to assist with course selection. Students experience a strong social 
connection through the cohort as well, which contributes to overall engagement.  
The findings might perpetuate the stereotype that business school is less rigorous than 
other disciplines, yet the question must be asked: is it a problem that business students have a 
less intellectual academic experience than their peers in arts and sciences? I contend that it is not, 
as the purpose and outcomes of business education are different than those of master’s programs 
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in arts and sciences. Business students may want or expect a practical experience. In fact, they 
may be drawn to their master’s program because it is more practice-based.  
Education 
 While there are some similarities between the patterns of master’s student engagement in 
the disciplines of business and education, the reasons for these engagement patterns are 
somewhat different. Master’s students in education experience a more supportive campus 
environment than do their peers in arts and sciences but, much like business students, students in 
education are less intellectually engaged and have fewer interactions with faculty than those in 
arts and sciences. While the thrust of a supportive environment for business students is about 
networking for future success, for education students it likely is about establishing supportive 
and caring relationships to help them thrive while in the program. There is an ethos of caring in 
the profession of education that permeates the student experience. Further, students in education 
are more likely to talk about diversity and incorporate diverse experiences than students in arts 
and sciences and business. This might be because the field of education tends to emphasize 
difference and diversity in the curriculum, or might attract students for whom this is an important 
value in their educational program. 
 While the finding that education students are less intellectually engaged than their arts 
and sciences counterparts is somewhat surprising, there might be a plausible explanation for this. 
Education master’s degrees are often terminal and largely professional in nature, so students 
know what they want to accomplish in the program and their priority is to gain practical 
experience to help them in their chosen profession. The sub-disciplines within education, such as 
teacher education, school or college administration, and counseling typically have an experiential 
component as part of the curriculum or as core elements of the program. This might include an 
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assistantship or internship, student teaching, or clinical component. This focus on practical 
application of knowledge is important to student learning in the discipline of education, and 
master’s students in education may be therefore more inclined to see their experiential 
component as more engaging than the course curriculum. This explanation might also account 
for why master’s students in education engage less with faculty and spend less time preparing for 
class. With regard to faculty interactions, education students might not have the opportunity to 
work with faculty members on a research project, nor is it generally an expectation of students 
within many disciplines within education. Therefore, this dimension might not accurately reflect 
what student-faculty interaction looks like in education.   
Arts and Sciences 
Interestingly, while arts and sciences students experience a less supportive environment 
than their business or education peers, they have more interaction with faculty members. Perhaps 
a strong contributor to their “supportive environment” is the faculty, given the small number of 
students in some of the programs. Arts and sciences students also experience academic 
engagement as more intellectually rigorous than education or business students, and arts and 
science students spend more time preparing for class than do their peers in applied fields. An 
intellectual ethos permeates the arts and sciences disciplines, with a focus on scholarship that 
encourages intellectual engagement. For arts and sciences students, the curriculum is not a means 
to an end but a primary intellectual experience. More so than their counterparts in business and 
education, arts and sciences master’s students likely enjoy learning for the sake of learning. 
Further, as previously discussed in the literature review, master’s programs often provide a 
pipeline for master’s students to doctoral programs, so interactions with faculty members play a 
more critical role in the outcomes for a master’s student in arts and sciences. While the doctoral 
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student experience is different than the master’s student experience, research shows that for 
doctoral students, faculty relationships are more important than peer relationships in academic 
success (Golde, 2005). 
Arts and sciences master’s students appear to be more similar to doctoral students than 
they are to master’s students in business or education. Research and teaching are often 
components of a master’s program, as they are for doctoral programs, and the focus is not as 
much on practical experience but on teaching and learning. Faculty members are the primary 
agents of academic integration for doctoral students, so it is reasonable to conclude that this is 
also true for master’s students. 
These findings begin to paint a portrait of the master’s student by discipline, with 
ostensibly arts and sciences students more engaged in the academic realm of their master’s 
program than their peers in business or education. For undergraduate students, Astin (1996) 
found that academic involvement is the most important type of involvement for students. The 
findings show that this is not necessarily the case with master’s students from business or 
education. While some of this might be due to the nature of the curriculum, it seems that the idea 
of organizing complex relationships and making judgments about what information is valuable 
should be core components of master’s programs in all three disciplines. That said this study did 
not find an absence of intellectual life in education and business. Rather, the findings showed 
that students in business and education were less engaged in the intellectual realm than their arts 
and sciences counterparts. Still, faculty might find these findings troubling and further 
investigation of this might be warranted. 
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Students in business and education, meanwhile, more often engage with their broader 
program environment than do arts and sciences students. Exploring this bifurcated student 
experience by academic discipline provides an opportunity for future engagement research.  
Differences in Enrollment Status, International Status, and Age 
In addition to academic discipline, differences were also found in the characteristics of 
enrollment status, international student status, and age in some dimensions of engagement. 
However, the differences were not across all dimensions of engagement as they were for 
academic discipline. 
Enrollment Status 
It is not surprising that the findings showed that the engagement patterns for part-time 
students differed from the engagement patterns of full-time students in four of the five 
engagement dimensions. Astin (1984) points out that the reason part-time students may be less 
engaged than full-time students is simply because they are part-time, and therefore invest less 
time in particular activities. Pike (2003) found that full-time students scored higher on the NSSE 
benchmark dimensions, likely because they have more opportunity to get involved in 
educationally purposeful activities. Part-time master’s students take fewer courses and therefore 
might spend less time preparing than full-time students. Part-time students often have work and 
family responsibilities and therefore might not seek the same experiences from their education as 
traditional college students (NSSE, 2010). This means that they don’t have the time to participate 
in campus activities that help promote faculty or peer interactions, which are two core tenets of 
engagement theory.  
The literature on community college student engagement might help inform the research 
on part-time students, as approximately 60% of community college students are part-time 
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(Veenstra, 2010). For community college students, engagement begins in the classroom and the 
classroom experience might be the only real dimension of engagement for a community college 
student. Interestingly, in this study there was no difference between full-time students and part-
time students with regard to the intellectual environment or supportive learning environment. 
Part-time students, however, spent less time preparing for class and reported having fewer 
conversations with students about race or difference. Part-time students also spent less time 
working with faculty members outside of class. This is a troubling finding, as research shows 
that the more students interact with faculty, the more likely they are to learn (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991). For undergraduate students, course-related interactions with faculty appear to 
be positively related with student engagement (Umbach &Wawrzynski, 2005). Given the large 
number of part-time students enrolled in master’s programs, it is imperative for faculty who 
teach in master’s programs to find ways to engage part-time students within the time constraints 
of the students. In addition, it is important to further explore the theory around the part-time 
student experience to inform future study of master’s engagement. 
International Student Status 
 The findings for international students are intriguing, both for what was found and for 
what was not found with regard to engagement patterns. As was expected, international students 
spent more time preparing for class as compared to their domestic student counterparts. This is 
conceivable as international students may need the extra time to compensate for the different 
practices and expectations of the American higher education system and to use English as a non-
native language. Further, faculty members are likely perceived as authority figures for many 
international students given the student/faculty roles in many countries, even more so than for 
domestic students. It therefore is not a surprise that international graduate students spend more 
time meeting the expectations of faculty. It was interesting that international students were not 
 152 
 
significantly different than domestic students with regard to the campus diversity experiences 
dimension.  One might expect that by virtue of being in a different country with people who 
might be different in their religious beliefs, value systems, political beliefs, or race or ethnicity, 
international students would engage in conversations about difference and incorporate these 
perspectives into their coursework, but this was not the finding. It might be that international 
students’ own cultural norms around these types of conversations might inhibit them from 
engaging in these discussions, or that they might not have established the kinds of relationships 
that foster these discussions.  
Age 
The characteristic of age was significantly related to two engagement dimensions, level 
of academic preparation and campus diversity experiences. With regard to academic preparation, 
older master’s students prepare for class more than younger students. This might suggest that 
older students are either more focused than their younger counterparts or that the time gap 
between their undergraduate experience and master’s program is such that they are out of 
practice and need more time to prepare for their studies.  Knowles (1980) posits that adults learn 
differently as they mature, becoming more self-directed and focused on why they need to know 
something rather than on rote learning. Next, older students appear to engage in fewer 
conversations about race or difference than their younger counterparts. Some of this might be 
due to societal changes in diversity over time, with younger generations of students living, 
working, and studying in a more diverse environment than their older peers. Or, it might simply 
be that engaging with issues of diversity is not a priority or they might not be in an identity-
exploration frame of mind while engaged in their academic pursuits. 
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Other Variables of Interest 
In this study the specific variables of enrollment status, age, marital status, children 
status, international student status, academic discipline, and gender were selected because they 
are of interest to practitioners who work with master’s students (Brandes & O’Dair, 2008). Yet 
without research to guide them, practitioners have used their own experience (and the experience 
of their colleagues) to develop programs and make policies to support master’s students. This 
study, guided by engagement theory and prior research on engagement practices, sought to 
provide evidence for how these personal and academic characteristics were related to levels of 
engagement. As discussed above, academic discipline, enrollment status, international student 
status, and age were all significantly related to some of the MSSE engagement dimensions. 
However, gender, marital status, and children status were not significantly related to any of the 
dimensions. This could be interpreted to mean that there is no relationship between these 
characteristics and engagement; it also is possible that the instrument does not adequately 
measure engagement for these three characteristics. Therefore, it is hard to make conclusions or 
recommendations for how gender, marital status, or children status relate to engagement. 
Similarly, the earlier findings, though plausible, should be taken with caution. 
General Discussion of Master’s Engagement 
This study was an initial attempt to further understand the master’s student experience by 
gathering evidence about the learning and social environment, relationships with peers and 
faculty, and behaviors that further student learning. As indicated earlier, it is important to 
exercise caution while interpreting these results, as this was an exploratory study at one 
institution. With this caveat in mind, the results reveal that master’s engagement is different than 
undergraduate engagement, and therefore applying undergraduate engagement theory to master’s 
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students does not capture the uniqueness of the master’s student experience. The findings from 
this study suggest that there might be three, not five, dimensions of engagement for master’s 
students. The two strongest engagement dimensions for master’s students are a supportive 
environment and an intellectually-engaging environment, with a third (but not as strong) 
dimension of student-faculty interaction. This three-dimension construct might more accurately 
describe the master’s student experience. Even accounting for difference in discipline, the 
findings provide a starting point from which to explore a more nuanced picture of what a 
supportive and intellectually engaging environment looks like for master’s students. In the case 
of business and education students, the findings show they are less intellectually engaged than 
their arts and sciences peers. This is certainly a concern if the lack of intellectual engagement 
means that students are not using what they learn to apply new concepts and ideas within their 
chosen profession.  If the goal of professional education is to gain practical skills to advance in a 
given profession, however, then the environment in which students learn may contribute more to 
their engagement with the program than the intellectual atmosphere in the program.  
The findings reveal some good news for part-time students with regard to the two 
strongest areas of engagement for master’s students. Part-time students are as engaged as their 
full-time peers in both the supportive campus environment and in the intellectual realm of the 
program.  However, they have fewer interactions with faculty and prepare less than their full-
time peers. These are likely both due to time constraints, so efforts must be made to ensure that 
part-time students can engage with their program in the kinds of meaningful ways that their full-
time peers do.  
As previously described, Astin’s (1984) Input-Environment-Output (I-E-O) model was a 
guiding framework for this study. The I-E-O model examines the interaction of the personal 
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characteristics, environment, and outcomes of a student’s educational experience. Figure 3 
illustrates the findings from the MSSE within the I-E-O model. 
Figure 3 
Astin’s Input-Environment-Output Model and the MSSE Findings 
 
As Figure 3 shows, the five MSSE engagement dimensions appear to capture the 
environmental components of the model fairly well. The MSSE outcomes were also related to a 
number of the engagement dimensions.  
Limitations 
 This study has a number of limitations. A threat to external validity is that the study used 
a convenience sample at one institution - a religiously-affiliated, research-intensive university in 
the Northeast. The study is therefore unable to generalize to master’s students elsewhere, as 
students at this institution may not be typical of master’s students at other institutions. For 
instance, students at a religiously-affiliated institution might be more (or less) engaged than 
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students at a public research university because of the ethos of the institution, one which may 
attract students who are more inclined to focus on mission and community. Also, unlike some 
institutions which provide housing for master’s students, the host institution did not house 
graduate students on campus, something which may impact master’s students’ engagement 
patterns, particularly as they relate to a supportive environment. While it is unknown the extent 
to which these findings will pertain to other master’s student populations, despite this being a 
single institution study the host site is a research University with fairly typical students and 
curricula.  
Another limitation was that the sample drawn from the host institution did not represent 
the overall population at the institution for all variables. Within the variable academic discipline, 
business students were under-represented in the sample and education students were over-
represented, which may have impacted the factors that emerged from the factor analysis. With 
regard to enrollment status, part-time students were over-represented in the sample. Therefore, 
the data that fed into the factor analysis was weighted more heavily with part-time students and 
education students, so caution should be exercised in interpreting the results. An additional 
limitation is that the study cannot make inferences about master’s students in general as only the 
disciplines of arts and sciences, business, and education were included in the study. The final 
limitation regards the instrument that was used. The MSSE, while closely adapted from a 
national instrument, was previously untested with master’s students. Therefore, the factors that 
emerged from the instrument were based on a theory of undergraduate engagement. While the 
MSSE related to a number of self-reported outcomes, it did not relate to self-reported grade point 
average. 
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Recommendations for Policy, Practice, and Future Research 
 
This study was an initial attempt to investigate the construct of student engagement 
within master’s education using an adapted version of a national instrument. While the 
limitations are noteworthy, the findings show some promise for future exploration for what 
activities and relationships comprise engagement for master’s students. With further 
development and validation, the MSSE (or versions of the MSSE) can provide educators with 
indirect evidence of student engagement and with actionable data for making programmatic 
improvements. Below are recommendations for future research. 
Differentiate Engagement for Professional Schools and Arts and Sciences 
Future research should examine differences in the internal structure of the MSSE by 
broad academic area. The disciplines of arts and sciences, business, and education were selected 
for this study because a) they are the top three disciplines in master’s education and b) the host 
institution had master’s programs in each of these disciplines.  While the results of this study 
cannot be generalized to the broader master’s student population, the findings show some clear 
differences in the way that professional students (in business and education) engage as compared 
to their arts and sciences peers. The items in the diversity dimension, in particular, must be 
further developed. The emergence of a diversity dimension might have been in part because of 
two similarly worded items or because of the influence of master’s students in education 
engaging strongly in this dimension. It is not recommended that the MSSE be utilized in its 
current form to measure discipline-specific engagement. Rather, the instrument must be adapted 
to better capture the student experience in professional programs and in arts and sciences 
program. In order to make these adaptations, the instrument must be further developed and 
tested. 
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Further Develop and Test the Instrument 
A first step is to further investigate the MSSE instrument itself. As the reader will recall, 
the MSSE was adapted, nearly identically, from the LSSSE and NSSE, with only minor changes 
made to reflect the master’s student context. As such, it relied on a framework that has not been 
developed with master’s students, or their academic experience, in mind. It was in effect 
retrofitted to a master’s student context. Therefore, the items on the instrument may not 
accurately reflect the breadth or depth of their experience as a master’s student and what it means 
to be engaged. Further qualitative and quantitative research is needed to validate the instrument 
and identify the specific activities that represent engagement for master’s students. 
One recommendation is to use focus groups as a qualitative method to collect data on the 
master’s student experience and to further test the validity of the MSSE instrument. Focus 
groups, comprised of master’s students from separate disciplines, part-time and full-time status, 
or other characteristics, may be helpful in delving in to the specifics of the master’s experience. 
It would also be possible focus on a particular student experience (e.g. being a part-time student). 
Focus groups could also engage students in an open-ended discussion about their master’s 
program, what their perceptions are about the program and what contributes to their experience, 
both academically and socially. The data collected from student focus groups can help a 
researcher identify the practices that are meaningful to a master’s student, something that cannot 
be done with just a survey instrument. Results from these homogeneous groups could be 
compared with each other and themes identified for item development.  
A second way that focus groups should be used is to help examine the content validity of 
the instrument. The findings from this initial study on master’s student engagement should be 
shared with the same groups of students mentioned above (unique by discipline, enrollment 
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status). Do the MSSE questions accurately reflect the master’s student experience in the 
student’s specific discipline? Is the instrument well designed and does it make sense? What is 
missing? Information from either, or both, of these focus groups may yield valuable information 
for the development of items on any subsequent instrument. It may be that a core set of items can 
be used to measure general engagement dimensions within master’s programs while allowing for 
discipline-specific items to be developed with a particular discipline in mind. Exploring what 
unique student experiences contribute to engagement by academic discipline can help guide the 
creation of an instrument that is more attuned to a specific academic discipline. Given the sheer 
diversity and number of disciplines within master’s education, it is suggested that discipline-
specific items be developed at the broadest possible level (for example education, business, 
nursing), rather than at a program level (such as accounting, finance, or management as a subset 
of business) within the broad discipline. For example, the items on the MSSE that capture peer 
involvement (an identified dimension for business students, for example) may not adequately 
capture the nuances of working with peers. How many hours do students spend working with 
peers inside and outside of class? To what extent do peers help them succeed academically? Or 
help them succeed socially? To what extent does the program promote working with peers? 
These questions should be added to future iterations of the instrument. 
If, as the findings suggest, GPA is not an adequate outcome measure for master’s 
students, other outcome items should be included. These outcomes might include plans for future 
graduate work, plans to seek a job in their discipline, plans to seek a job outside of their 
discipline, or intent to seek a promotion or better opportunity within their current organization. In 
addition, an item that asks students if their master’s program has prepared them for their plans 
after graduation should also be included. 
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Further Explore the Full-time and Part-time Student Experience  
Master’s program administrators and faculty must pay particular attention to the distinct 
needs of part-time and full-time students. Part-time students may be at a disadvantage when it 
comes to building meaningful relationships with both faculty and peers, so program 
administrators would do well to pay attention to this and to work within the considerable time 
constraints of the students to promote these interactions. One recommendation is to include high 
impact practices into the academic experience. Many of these practices actively engage learners 
within the classroom and with faculty, including writing-intensive courses, collaborative 
assignments, small seminars, and capstone projects. Incorporating these core academic 
experiences within the curriculum benefits those students who do not have the time to engage 
with faculty outside of the classroom. 
A second recommendation is to include more items on the MSSE that ask students to 
report on how they spend their time outside of school. If part-time students have less time to 
devote to activities that help them engage, what are those activities? Items that focus on the 
number of hours students spend working, providing childcare or dependent care, or community 
activities, and the number of jobs (if more than one) they hold, can help provide a more accurate 
picture of the time constraints that part-time students face. It is also recommended that the item 
which asks students how long they have been in their program be used to further explore the 
part-time student experience. 
Conduct Item-Level Analysis  
Item-level analysis of the MSSE results can provide data to help faculty and 
administrators identify areas for programmatic and curricular improvement, set annual goals, or 
to simply get to know their students more. The current MSSE could be used this way, much like 
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the LSSSE uses item-level data to compare institutions and to compare change over time within 
a single institution and do so in an efficient fashion. The MSSE item level responses could be 
similarly informative for master’s program administrators and faculty who seek information on 
specific practices.  
Data on satisfaction and student services should be used and analyzed in future 
adaptations of the MSSE. There are a number of items on the MSSE which were not used in the 
factor analysis or outcomes correlation. Given the inconclusive findings of the relationship 
between self-reported outcome measures and the dimensions, it may be more helpful (and 
aligned with the practices of the LSSSE) to look at more concrete item-level responses rather 
than to form factors. These items pertain to how satisfied a student is in the program and whether 
they would choose to enroll again if they had the choice. These questions also include 
information on student debt, an important area of concern for students and practitioners alike. 
Use Item-level Data for Accountability 
The item-level findings from the MSSE could serve as one method by which programs 
gather evidence for internal and external accountability. Accreditation bodies increasingly seek 
evidence that programs and services impact student learning, and these organizations help hold 
institutions accountable. However, as Bresciani (2004) notes, “the prevailing reality is that the 
co-curricular side has a history of using anecdotal methods and indirect sources of evidence” to 
gauge student learning (p.2). No one method will be sufficient to understand the student 
experience, and while the MSSE itself is an indirect measure, the results can help identify areas 
of concern for more targeted direct measures. As discussed in the literature review, the standards 
for graduate students developed by the Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) are 
explicit in what is required to assess the graduate student experience. Overall satisfaction with 
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services and needs assessment are necessary components of a regular assessment and evaluation 
along with learning measures (CAS, 2008). The finding that grade point average is not related to 
engagement means that GPA should not be used as an indicator for learning in master’s 
education, as there is little variability within grades for master’s students. 
Expand Sites for Future Studies 
As suggested earlier, the structure of the academic program and the support structures 
within it can either facilitate or inhibit student engagement. Therefore, replicating this study with 
a wider range of institutions and disciplines may yield data that can provide a better 
understanding of the student experience within a discipline. Ideally, it is recommended that 
subsequent studies be situated both at the current study institution as well as other institutions 
across the spectrum of master’s education (including research intensive institutions as well as 
master’s-only graduate institutions). Expanding the population from which the sample is drawn 
may also reduce some of the barriers encountered in generalizing the findings for this study. As 
it stands, it would be difficult to draw conclusions for master’s students in a specific master’s 
discipline (such as social work) from a sample that did not include students from that discipline. 
Conclusion 
The overarching question that framed this study asked how and to what extent master’s 
students are engaged in educationally purposeful activities that lead to positive outcomes. 
Ultimately, the question that must be asked is why do we care how and why master’s students 
engage? The dearth of literature on the master’s student experience is a chasm in an otherwise 
robust literature on graduate education. A great deal of research has been conducted on doctoral 
student socialization, retention, and overall experience with the academic discipline, outlining 
problems and identifying recommendations to improve the doctoral student experience. In 
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contrast, the literature offers very little evidence to help improve the master’s student experience. 
Moreover, the construct of undergraduate student engagement and the measurement of student 
engagement are both well developed in the literature. This study was an initial attempt to help fill 
the gap within the literature on the master’s student experience within the literature on 
engagement. This study advanced the understanding of engagement practices for master’s 
students and the results support the need for further research on master’s student engagement.  
While the MSSE instrument revealed five dimensions of engagement for master’s 
students, upon further examination there appears to be three, not five, dimensions that encompass 
the master’s student experience. Yet the evidence of a relationship between the MSSE 
dimensions and self-reported outcomes was inconclusive. While the MSSE requires further 
research to identify dimensions that may better reflect a wider range of engagement behaviors in 
master’s students, evidence gathered from this study provided a strong starting point for future 
research. For one, the findings suggest that master’s students and undergraduate students engage 
somewhat differently in their educational experience. The findings of this study also revealed 
that enrollment status is something that educators should take note of, as part-time students 
engage differently than full-time students in a number of ways.  
One of the primary roles of student affairs administrators is to understand student issues 
and to advocate for the best interests of students. This study helps practitioners understand how 
master’s students engage, and therefore can help them serve as consultants to academic schools 
and programs to improve the master’s student experience. 
This research contributes to a better understanding of the master’s student experience 
through the framework of engagement and helps provide a starting point for future studies in the 
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field. While there are many lines of inquiry that practitioners can pursue using the data collected 
in this study, it is clear that student engagement is a promising area for future research.  
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Appendix A  
Master’s Survey of Student Engagement Instrument 
Page - Informed Consent – Master’s Student Engagement 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study entitled “Master’s Student Engagement” and were selected to 
participate in this project because you are a master’s student in either arts and sciences, business, or education. 1,597 
master’s students are being asked to participate in this research study. 
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the dimensions of engagement for master’s students, including how they 
interact with faculty and peers, the activities that they participate in, and how they prepare for class. 
 
This study will be conducted through one online survey.  If you agree to participate you will be asked a series of 
questions about the activities you participate in during your master’s program. The survey should take you 
approximately 15 minutes to complete. 
 
There are no direct benefits to you, but your participation may help advance the understanding of how master’s students 
perceive their educational environment and what specific activities relate to positive outcomes. You will not be 
compensated for the time you take to complete this survey. There are no costs to you associated with your participation. 
 
There are no apparent risks to participating in this study although there may be unknown risks. 
 
This Principal Investigator will exert all reasonable efforts to keep your responses and your identity confidential.  There 
will be no identifying information to link your individual responses to your name. A company called Campus 
Labs will administer the survey and ensures that your answers will remain completely confidential. The 
researcher will not know which individuals have responded. Please note that regulatory agencies, the Boston 
College Institutional Review Board, and Boston College internal auditors may review research records. 
 
You participation is voluntary. If you choose not to participate it will not affect your relations with Boston College. You 
are free to withdraw or skip questions for any reason. There are no penalties for withdrawing or skipping questions. 
 
If you have questions or concerns concerning this research you may contact Katherine O’Dair, the Principal Investigator, 
at 617-552-3482 or via e-mail at odair@bc.edu.  If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, you 
may contact the Office for Research Protections, Boston College, at 617-552-4778 or irb@bc.edu. 
 
This study was reviewed by the Boston College Institutional Review Board and its approval was granted on April 13, 
2012.  
With the exception of four items, all items on this instrument are used or adapted with permission from the Law School 
Survey of Student Engagement, Copyright 2002 - 12, The Trustees of Indiana University. 
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 0 
 
Q1 I have read this form about the study or it was read to me. I understand the possible risks and benefits of 
this study. I know that being in this study is voluntary. I choose to be in this study: I know I can stop being in 
the study and it will not affect my relationship with Boston College. 
 
If you agree to the statements above and agree to participate in this study, please press the ''Consent given'' button 
below to begin the survey. 
 181 
 
Consent given[Code = 1]  
Consent not given[Code = 2] (Go To End) 
Required answers: 1          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Next Page: Conditional 
 
Page - Master's Student Engagement - Research 
 
Q2 I am enrolled in a master's program in: 
Arts and Sciences [Code = 1]  
Carroll School of Management [Code = 2]  
Lynch Graduate School of Education [Code = 3]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
In your experience in your master's program during the current school year, about how often have you done each of the 
following? 
Q3 Asked a question in class or contributed to class discussions 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q4 Prepared two or more versions of a paper or assignment before turning it in 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
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Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q5 Worked on a paper or project that required integrating ideas or information from various sources 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q6 Included diverse perspectives (different races, religions, sexual orientations, genders, political beliefs, etc.) in 
class discussions or writing assignments 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q7 Come to class without completing readings or assignments 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q8 Worked with other students on projects during class 
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Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q9 Worked with classmates outside of class to prepare class assignments 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
In your experience in your master's program during the current school year, about how often have you done each of the 
following? 
Q10 Put together ideas or concepts from different courses when completing assignments or during class 
discussions 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q11 Used an electronic medium (listserv, Blackboard, Internet, instant messaging) to discuss or complete an 
assignment 
Very often [Code = 4]  
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Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q12 Used e-mail to communicate with a faculty member 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q13 Discussed assignments with a faculty member 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q14 Talked about career plans or job search activities with a faculty member 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q15 Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with faculty members outside of class 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q16 Received prompt feedback (written or oral) from faculty on your academic performance 
Very often [Code = 4]  
Often [Code = 3]  
Sometimes [Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
In your experience in your master's program during the current school year, about how often have you done each of the 
following? 
Q17 Worked harder than you thought you could to meet faculty members' standards or expectations 
Very often[Code = 4]  
Often[Code = 3]  
Sometimes[Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q18 Worked with faculty members on activities other than coursework (committees, orientation, student life 
activities, etc.) 
Very often[Code = 4]  
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Often[Code = 3]  
Sometimes[Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q19 Worked with a faculty member on a research project 
Very often[Code = 4]  
Often[Code = 3]  
Sometimes[Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q20 Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with others outside of class (students, family members, 
coworkers, etc.) 
Very often[Code = 4]  
Often[Code = 3]  
Sometimes[Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q21 Had serious conversations with students of a different race or ethnicity than your own 
Very often[Code = 4]  
Often[Code = 3]  
Sometimes[Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q22 Had serious conversations with students who are very different from you in terms of their religious beliefs, 
political opinions, or personal values 
Very often[Code = 4]  
Often[Code = 3]  
Sometimes[Code = 2]  
Never[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
Next Page: Sequential 
 
Page - 3 
 
Q23 Please indicate to what extent your examinations during the current school year have challenged you to do your 
best work: 
7 - Very much[Code = 7]  
6[Code = 6]  
5[Code = 5]  
4[Code = 4]  
3[Code = 3]  
2[Code = 2]  
1 - Very little[Code = 1]  
I do not have examinations in my program.[Code = 1] [N/A] 
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
During the current school year, how much has your coursework emphasized the following mental activities? 
Q24 Memorizing facts, ideas, or methods from your courses and readings so you can repeat them pretty much in 
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the same form 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q25 Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or theory, such as examining a particular case or 
situation in depth, and considering its components 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q26 Synthesizing and organizing ideas, information, or experiences into new, more complex interpretations and 
relationships 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q27 Making judgments about the value of information, arguments, or methods, such as examining how others 
gathered and interpreted data and assessing the soundness of their conclusions 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
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Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q28 Applying theories or concepts to practical problems or in new situations 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
During the current school year, how much writing will you do? 
Q29 Number of written papers of 20 pages or more 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 3 [Code = 2]  
4 - 6[Code = 3]  
7 - 9 [Code = 4]  
10 or more[Code = 5]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q30 Number of written papers between 5 and 19 pages 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 3 [Code = 2]  
4 - 6[Code = 3]  
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7 - 9 [Code = 4]  
10 or more[Code = 5]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q31 Number of written papers of fewer than 5 pages 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 3 [Code = 2]  
4 - 6[Code = 3]  
7 - 9 [Code = 4]  
10 or more[Code = 5]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
Which of the following have you done or plan to do while in your master's program before you graduate? 
Q32 Clinical, internship, or field experience 
Done [Code = 4]  
Plan to do [Code = 3]  
Do not plan to do [Code = 2]  
Undecided[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q33 Volunteer work 
Done [Code = 4]  
Plan to do [Code = 3]  
Do not plan to do [Code = 2]  
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Undecided[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q34 Student-faculty committee 
Done [Code = 4]  
Plan to do [Code = 3]  
Do not plan to do [Code = 2]  
Undecided[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q35 Work on a project with a faculty member outside of course or program requirements 
Done [Code = 4]  
Plan to do [Code = 3]  
Do not plan to do [Code = 2]  
Undecided[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q36 Study abroad 
Done [Code = 4]  
Plan to do [Code = 3]  
Do not plan to do [Code = 2]  
Undecided[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q37 Student organization member 
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Done [Code = 4]  
Plan to do [Code = 3]  
Do not plan to do [Code = 2]  
Undecided[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q38 Student organization leader 
Done [Code = 4]  
Plan to do [Code = 3]  
Do not plan to do [Code = 2]  
Undecided[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
In your experience in your master's program, how satisfied are you with each of these areas? 
Q39 Academic advising and planning 
Very satisfied[Code = 5]  
Satisfied [Code = 4]  
Unsatisfied [Code = 3]  
Very unsatisfied [Code = 2]  
Not used[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q40 Career counseling 
Very satisfied[Code = 5]  
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Satisfied [Code = 4]  
Unsatisfied [Code = 3]  
Very unsatisfied [Code = 2]  
Not used[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q41 Personal counseling 
Very satisfied[Code = 5]  
Satisfied [Code = 4]  
Unsatisfied [Code = 3]  
Very unsatisfied [Code = 2]  
Not used[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q42 Job search help 
Very satisfied[Code = 5]  
Satisfied [Code = 4]  
Unsatisfied [Code = 3]  
Very unsatisfied [Code = 2]  
Not used[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q43 Financial aid advising 
Very satisfied[Code = 5]  
Satisfied [Code = 4]  
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Unsatisfied [Code = 3]  
Very unsatisfied [Code = 2]  
Not used[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q44 Library assistance 
Very satisfied[Code = 5]  
Satisfied [Code = 4]  
Unsatisfied [Code = 3]  
Very unsatisfied [Code = 2]  
Not used[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q45 Computing technology 
Very satisfied[Code = 5]  
Satisfied [Code = 4]  
Unsatisfied [Code = 3]  
Very unsatisfied [Code = 2]  
Not used[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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During the current school year, about how many hours do you spend in a typical 7-day week doing each of the 
following? 
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Q46 Reading assigned textbooks, online class reading, and other course materials 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15[Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25[Code = 6]  
26 - 30[Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q47 Preparing for class other than reading (studying, writing, doing homework, and other academic activities) 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15[Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25[Code = 6]  
26 - 30[Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q48 Reading on your own (not assigned) for personal or academic enrichment 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
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6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15[Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25[Code = 6]  
26 - 30[Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q49 Volunteer work not required for a class or clinical course 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15[Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25[Code = 6]  
26 - 30[Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q50 Working for pay in a job related to your discipline 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15[Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
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21 - 25[Code = 6]  
26 - 30[Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q51 Working for pay in a job not related to your discipline 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15[Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25[Code = 6]  
26 - 30[Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q52 Working at an unpaid internship related to your discipline 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15[Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25[Code = 6]  
26 - 30[Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
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Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
During the current school year, about how many hours do you spend in a typical 7-day week doing each of the 
following? 
Q53 Participating in program or school-sponsored activities (organizations, student government, etc.) 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15 [Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25 [Code = 6]  
26 - 30 [Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q54 Exercising or participating in fitness activities 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15 [Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25 [Code = 6]  
26 - 30 [Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q55 Relaxing and socializing (watching TV, partying, etc.) 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15 [Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25 [Code = 6]  
26 - 30 [Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q56 Providing care for dependents living with you (children, parents, spouse, etc.) 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15 [Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25 [Code = 6]  
26 - 30 [Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q57 Commuting to class (driving, walking, public transportation, etc.) 
0 [Code = 1]  
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1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15 [Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25 [Code = 6]  
26 - 30 [Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q58 Participating in community organizations (religious groups, politics, etc.) 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 5 [Code = 2]  
6 - 10 [Code = 3]  
11 - 15 [Code = 4]  
16 - 20 [Code = 5]  
21 - 25 [Code = 6]  
26 - 30 [Code = 7]  
31 - 35[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
To what extent does your master's program emphasize each of the following? 
Q59 Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
 201 
 
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q60 Providing the support you need to help you succeed academically 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q61 Encouraging contact among students from different economic, social, sexual orientation, and racial and ethnic 
backgrounds 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q62 Providing the support you need to succeed in your employment search 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q63 Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
To what extent does your master's program emphasize each of the following? 
Q64 Providing the support you need to thrive socially 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q65 Attending campus events and activities (special speakers, cultural events, symposia, etc.) 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q66 Providing the financial counseling you need to afford your education 
Very much [Code = 4]  
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Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q67 Using computers in academic work 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some[Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q68 Please indicate which best represents the quality of relationships with other students in your program: 
7 - Friendly, supportive, sense of belonging[Code = 7]  
6[Code = 6]  
5[Code = 5]  
4[Code = 4]  
3[Code = 3]  
2[Code = 2]  
1 - Unfriendly, unsupportive, sense of alienation[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q69 Please indicate which best represents the quality of relationships with faculty members in your program: 
7 - Available, helpful, sympathetic[Code = 7]  
6[Code = 6]  
5[Code = 5]  
4[Code = 4]  
3[Code = 3]  
2[Code = 2]  
1 - Unavailable, unhelpful, unsympathetic[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q70 Please indicate which best represents the quality of relationships with administrative staff and offices in your 
program: 
7 - Helpful, considerate, flexible[Code = 7]  
6[Code = 6]  
5[Code = 5]  
4[Code = 4]  
3[Code = 3]  
2[Code = 2]  
1 - Unhelpful, inconsiderate, rigid [Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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To what extent has your experience in your master's program contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal 
development in the following areas? 
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Q71 Acquiring a broad disciplinary education 
Very much[Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q72 Writing clearly and effectively 
Very much[Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q73 Speaking clearly and effectively 
Very much[Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q74 Thinking critically and analytically 
Very much[Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
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Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q75 Using computing and information technology 
Very much[Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q76 Developing research skills 
Very much[Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q77 Working effectively with others 
Very much[Code = 4]  
Quite a bit [Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
To what extent has your experience in your master's program contributed to your knowledge, skills, and personal 
development in the following areas? 
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Q78 Learning effectively on your own 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q79 Understanding yourself 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q80 Understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q81 Solving complex real-world problems 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
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Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q82 Developing clear career goals 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q83 Developing a personal code of values and ethics 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q84 Contributing to the welfare of your community 
Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q85 Developing a deepened sense of spirituality 
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Very much [Code = 4]  
Quite a bit[Code = 3]  
Some [Code = 2]  
Very little[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
 
Q86 How would you evaluate your entire educational experience in your master's program? 
Excellent [Code = 4]  
Good [Code = 3]  
Fair [Code = 2]  
Poor[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q87 If you could start over again, would you enroll in the same program you are currently enrolled in? 
Definitely yes [Code = 4]  
Probably yes [Code = 3]  
Probably no [Code = 2]  
Definitely no[Code = 1]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q88 Year of birth: (Please enter four-digit whole number) 
[Code = 1] [Textbox - Numeric] 
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Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q89 Your sex: 
Male [Code = 1]  
Female[Code = 2]  
I prefer not to respond[Code = 3]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q90 Are you an international student or foreign national? 
Yes[Code = 1]  
No[Code = 2]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q91 What is your racial or ethnic identification? 
American Indian or Native American [Code = 1]  
Asian, Asian American, or Pacific Islander [Code = 2]  
Black or African American [Code = 3]  
White (not Hispanic) [Code = 4]  
Mexican or Mexican American[Code = 5]  
Puerto Rican[Code = 6]  
Other Hispanic or Latino [Code = 7]  
Multiracial [Code = 8]  
Other (please specify)[Code = 9] [Textbox] 
I prefer not to respond[Code = 10]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q92 What is your sexual orientation? 
Bisexual [Code = 1]  
Gay or lesbian [Code = 2]  
Heterosexual[Code = 3]  
I prefer not to respond[Code = 4]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q93 Thinking about the current Spring 2012 academic term, how many credits are you taking? (Note: one class is 
typically 3 credits) 
0 to 3 credits [Code = 1]  
4 to 8 credits[Code = 2]  
9 or more credits[Code = 3]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q94 Thinking about your Fall 2011 academic term enrollment, how many credits did you take? (Note: one class is 
typically 3 credits) 
0 to 3 credits[Code = 1]  
4 to 8 credits[Code = 2]  
9 or more credits[Code = 3]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q95 Are you participating in a joint-degree program? 
Yes (please specify which program)[Code = 1] [Textbox] 
No[Code = 2]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Next Page: Sequential 
 
 212 
 
Page - 8 
 
Q96 Are you part of a 5th-year program where you started your master's degree as a BC undergraduate student? 
Yes[Code = 1]  
No[Code = 2]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q97 This is my: 
First year in the program[Code = 1]  
Second year in the program [Code = 2]  
Third year in the program [Code = 3]  
Fourth year or more in the program[Code = 4]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q98 Did you begin your master's degree program at your current location or elsewhere? 
Started here [Code = 1]  
Started elsewhere[Code = 2]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q99 How many years elapsed between earning your undergraduate degree and enrolling in your master's degree 
program? 
0 [Code = 1]  
1 - 2[Code = 2]  
3 - 5 [Code = 3]  
6 - 10[Code = 4]  
More than 10[Code = 5]  
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Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q100 What have most of your grades been up to now in your master's program? 
I get all A's[Code = 1]  
I get mostly A and A- [Code = 2]  
I get mostly A- and B+[Code = 3]  
I get mostly B+ and B [Code = 4]  
I get mostly B and B- [Code = 5]  
I get mostly B- and C+ [Code = 6]  
I get mostly C+ and C[Code = 7]  
I get mostly C or below[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q101 How much educational debt from attending your master's program do you expect to have upon your graduation? 
$0 [Code = 1]  
$1 - $20,000 [Code = 2]  
$20,001 - $40,000 [Code = 3]  
$40,001 - $60,000 [Code = 4]  
$60,001 - $80,000[Code = 5]  
$80,001 - $100,000[Code = 6]  
$100,001 - $120,000 [Code = 7]  
More than $120,000[Code = 8]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
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Q102 What is your current marital status? 
Married[Code = 1]  
Single (never married) [Code = 2]  
Separated/divorced [Code = 3]  
Widowed [Code = 4]  
Partnered[Code = 5]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
Q103 Do you have children living at home? 
Yes[Code = 1]  
No[Code = 2]  
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 1 
 
With the exception of four items, all items on this instrument are used or adapted with permission from the Law School 
Survey of Student Engagement, Copyright 2002 - 12, The Trustees of Indiana University. 
Required answers: 0          Allowed answers: 0 
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Appendix B 
Master’s Survey of Student Engagement Instrument Items Broken By Engagement Dimension 
and Outcomes 
Engagement Dimension: Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) (8 items) 
To what extent does your master’s program emphasize each of the following?  
Q63.  Providing the support you need to help you succeed academically 
Q62.  Providing the support you need to succeed in your employment search 
Q60.  Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 
Q64. Providing the support you need to thrive socially 
 
Mark the box that best represents the quality of relationships with people in your program.  
Q68.  Other students  
Q69. Faculty members  
 
To what extent does your master’s program emphasize each of the following?  
Q61. Encouraging contact among students from different economic, social, sexual orientation, 
and racial and ethnic backgrounds 
Q67.  Using computers in academic work 
 
Engagement Dimension: Level of Academic Rigor (LAR) (7 items) 
During the current school year, how much has your coursework emphasized the following 
mental activities?  
Q25. Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or theory, such as examining a 
particular case or situation in depth, and considering its components 
Q26. Synthesizing and organizing ideas, information, or experiences into new, more complex 
interpretations and relationships 
Q27. Making judgments about the value of information, arguments, or methods, such as 
examining how others gathered and interpreted data and assessing the soundness of their 
conclusions 
Q28. Applying theories or concepts to practical problems or in new situations 
 
In your experience in your master’s program during the current school year, about how often 
have you done each of the following?  
Q10. Put together ideas of concepts from different courses when completing assignments or 
during class 
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Q20. Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with others outside of class (students, 
family members, coworkers, etc.) 
 
In your experience in your master’s program during the current school year, about how often 
have you done each of the following?  
Q6. Included diverse perspectives (different races, religions, sexual orientations, genders, 
political beliefs, etc.) in class discussions or writing assignments 
Engagement Dimension: Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) (5 items) 
In your experience in your master’s program during the current school year, about how often 
have you done each of the following?  
Q13. Discussed assignments with a faculty member 
Q14. Talked about career plans or job search activities with a faculty member 
Q15. Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with faculty members outside of class 
 
Which of the following have you done or plan to do while in your master’s program before you 
graduate?  
Q18. Work on a project with a faculty member outside of course or program requirements 
Q19. Worked with a faculty member on a research project 
 
Engagement Dimension: Level of Academic Preparation (LAP) (5 items) 
During the current school year, about how many hours do you spend in a typical 7-day week 
doing each of the following?  
Q46. Reading assigned textbooks, online class reading, and other course materials 
Q47. Preparing for class other than reading (studying, writing, doing homework, and other 
academic activities) 
 
To what extent does your master’s program emphasize each of the following?  
Q59. Spending significant amounts of time studying and on academic work 
During the current school year, how much writing will you do?  
Q29. Number of written papers of 20 pages or more 
In your experience in your master’s program during the current school year, about how often 
have you done each of the following?  
Q17. Worked harder than you thought you could to meet faculty members’ standards or 
expectations 
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Engagement Dimension: Diverse Campus Experiences (DCE) (3 items) 
In your experience in your master’s program during the current school year, about how often 
have you done each of the following?  
Q6. Included diverse perspectives (different races, religions, sexual orientations, genders, 
political beliefs, etc.) in class discussions or writing assignments 
Q21. Had serious conversations with students of a different race or ethnicity than your own 
Q22. Had serious conversations with students who are very different from you in terms of their 
religious beliefs, political opinions, or personal values 
 
Educational Outcomes for ConvergentConstruct Validity Evidence (RQ1) 
To what extent has your experience in your master’s program contributed to your knowledge, 
skills, and personal development in the following areas: 
Q71. Acquiring a broad disciplinary education  
Q72. Writing clearly and effectively  
Q73. Speaking clearly and effectively  
Q74. Thinking critically and analytically  
Q75. Using computing and information technology  
Q76. Developing research skills  
Q77. Working effectively with others  
Q78. Learning effectively on your own  
Q80. Understanding people of other racial and ethnic backgrounds   
Q81. Solving complex real-world problems  
Q82. Developing clear career goals  
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Appendix C 
Benchmark Items and Variable Name 
Question 
number 
Benchmark Variable Name Question 
6 EEE DIVCLASS 
Included diverse perspectives (different races, 
religions, sexual orientations, genders, political 
beliefs, etc.) in class discussions or writing 
assignments 
8 ACL CLASSGRP 
Worked with other students on projects during 
class 
9 ACL OCCGRP 
Worked with classmates outside of class to prepare 
class assignments 
10 ACL INTIDEAS 
Put together ideas or concepts from different 
courses when completing assignments or during 
class discussions 
13 SFI FACDISCUSS Discussed assignments with a faculty member 
14 SFI FACPLANS 
Talked about career plans or job search activities 
with a faculty member 
15 SFI FACIDEAS 
Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with 
faculty members outside of class 
16 SFI FACFEED 
Received prompt feedback (written or oral) from 
faculty on your academic performance 
17 LAC WORKHARD 
Worked harder than you thought you could to meet 
faculty members' standards or expectations 
18 SFI FACOTHER 
Worked with faculty members on activities other 
than coursework (committees, orientation, student 
life activities, etc.) 
19 SFI FACRESRCH 
Worked with a faculty member on a research 
project 
20 ACL OCCIDEAS 
Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with 
others outside of class (students, family members, 
coworkers, etc.) 
21 EEE DIVRSTUD 
Had serious conversations with students of a 
different race or ethnicity than your own 
22 EEE DIFFSTUD 
Had serious conversations with students who are 
very different from you in terms of their religious 
beliefs, political opinions, or personal values 
25 LAC ANALYZE 
Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, 
experience, or theory, such as examining a 
particular case or situation in depth, and 
considering its components 
26 LAC SYNTHESIZE 
Synthesizing and organizing ideas, information, or 
experiences into new, more complex interpretations 
and relationships 
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27 LAC EVALUATE 
Making judgments about the value of information, 
arguments, or methods, such as examining how 
others gathered and interpreted data and assessing 
the soundness  
28 LAC APPLYING 
Applying theories or concepts to practical problems 
or in new situations 
29 LAC WRITEMOR Number of written papers of 20 pages or more 
30 LAC WRITEMD Number of written papers between 5 and 19 pages 
31 LAC WRITESML Number of written papers of fewer than 5 pages 
46 LAC READASSG 
Reading assigned textbooks, online class reading, 
and other course materials 
47 LAC 
PREPNOREA
D 
Preparing for class other than reading (studying, 
writing, doing homework, and other academic 
activities) 
52 EEE INTERNUPD 
Working at an unpaid internship related to your 
discipline 
53 EEE COCURR 
Participating in program or school-sponsored 
activities (organizations, student government, etc.) 
58 EEE COMMUN 
Participating in community organizations (religious 
groups, politics, etc.) 
59 LAC ENVSCHOL 
Spending significant amounts of time studying and 
on academic work 
60 SCE ENVSUPRT 
Providing the support you need to help you succeed 
academically 
61 EEE ENVDIVRS 
Encouraging contact among students from different 
economic, social, sexual orientation, and racial and 
ethnic backgrounds 
62 SCE ENVEMPLY 
Providing the support you need to succeed in your 
employment search 
63 SCE ENVNACAD 
Helping you cope with your non-academic 
responsibilities (work, family, etc.) 
64 SCE ENVSOCIAL Providing the support you need to thrive socially 
67 EEE ENVCOMP Using computers in academic work 
68 SCE ENVSTU 
Please indicate which best represents the quality of 
relationships with other students in your program 
69 SCE ENVFAC 
Please indicate which best represents the quality of 
relationships with faculty members in your 
program 
70 LAC ENVADM 
Please indicate which best represents the quality of 
relationships with administrative staff and offices 
in your program 
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Appendix D 
MSSE Items, Variable Name, and Question By Dimension 
Items in the Supportive Campus Environment (SCE) Dimension 
Item Variable Name Question 
60 
ENVSUPRT Providing the support you need to help you succeed 
academically 
61 
ENVDIVRS Encouraging contact among students from different economic, 
social, sexual orientation, and racial and ethnic backgrounds 
62 
ENVEMPLY Providing the support you need to succeed in your 
employment search 
63 
ENVNACAD Helping you cope with your non-academic responsibilities 
(work, family, etc.) 
64 ENVSOCIAL Providing the support you need to thrive socially 
67 ENVCOMP Using computers in academic work 
68 
ENVSTU Please indicate which best represents the quality of 
relationships with other students in your program 
69 
ENVFAC Please indicate which best represents the quality of 
relationships with faculty members in your program 
 
Items in the Level of Intellectual Engagement (LIE) Dimension 
Item Variable Name Question 
10 
INTIDEAS Put together ideas or concepts from different courses when 
completing assignments or during class discussions 
20 
OCCIDEAS Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with others outside 
of class (students, family members, coworkers, etc.) 
6 
DIVCLASS Included diverse perspectives (different races, religions, sexual 
orientations, genders, political beliefs, etc.) in class discussions or 
writing assignments 
25 
ANALYZE Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or theory, 
such as examining a particular case or situation in depth, and 
considering its components 
26 
SYNTHESIZE Synthesizing and organizing ideas, information, or experiences 
into new, more complex interpretations and relationships 
27 
EVALUATE Making judgments about the value of information, arguments, or 
methods, such as examining how others gathered and interpreted 
data and assessing the soundness  
28 
APPLYING Applying theories or concepts to practical problems or in new 
situations 
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Items in the Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI) Dimension 
Item Variable Name Question 
13 FACDISCUSS Discussed assignments with a faculty member 
14 
FACPLANS Talked about career plans or job search activities with a faculty 
member 
15 
FACIDEAS Discussed ideas from your readings or classes with faculty 
members outside of class 
18 
FACOTHER Worked with faculty members on activities other than 
coursework (committees, orientation, student life activities, etc.) 
19 FACRESRCH Worked with a faculty member on a research project 
 
Level of Academic Preparation (LAP) 
Item Variable Name Question 
17 
WORKHARD Worked harder than you thought you could to meet 
faculty members' standards or expectations 
29 WRITEMOR Number of written papers of 20 pages or more 
46 
READASSG Reading assigned textbooks, online class reading, and 
other course materials 
47 
PREPNOREAD Preparing for class other than reading (studying, writing, 
doing homework, and other academic activities) 
59 
ENVSCHOL Spending significant amounts of time studying and on 
academic work 
 
Diverse Experiences on Campus (DEC) 
Item Variable Name Question 
21 DIVRSTUD Had serious conversations with students of a different race or ethnicity 
than your own 
22 DIFFSTUD Had serious conversations with students who are very different from you 
in terms of their religious beliefs, political opinions, or personal values 
6 DIVCLASS Included diverse perspectives (different races, religions, sexual 
orientations, genders, political beliefs, etc.) in class discussions or 
writing assignments 
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Appendix E 
LSSSE License Agreement 
 
 
 223 
 
  
 224 
 
Appendix F 
Institutional Review Board Approval 
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